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Introduction

The test of time on Abram's faith produced an occasion of doubt in his relationship with God.  The passing of years 

without a son born to him tempted him to come up with a new plan to fulfill God's promise.  God met Abram in a 

powerful way during this time of uncertainty.  Abram was honest about his perception of the dilemma.  God heard 

his honest doubts and enabled him to rise above them.  By repeating the truth to Abram ("Your own son shall be 

your heir") and by directing his attention to the powerful witness to His power and wisdom given by the night sky, 

God inspired confidence and trust once again in Abram.  His act of faith in the midst of reasons to doubt pleased 

God, making Abram righteous in His sight.

Yet what about Sarai?  How is she holding up during the long time of waiting?  This lesson will enable us to see 

how she responds to her own doubts about God's promises to them.  In addition, we will see how God expands the 

covenant He has made with Abram and Sarai, when He visits them nearly twenty-five years after they had left 

home for the land of Canaan.  With so much time spent waiting for God to act, what sort of people have they 

become?  What does God expect from them?  In their advancing years, will they have an opportunity for a fresh 

start and new hope?  In the longest exchange between God and man yet recorded in Genesis, we will have an 

opportunity to see the scope of God's plan for Abram and his descendants, its benefits and its requirements.  It is 

the occasion of yet another promise being transformed into a covenant.

Read this passage all the way through, at least once.  Then answer the questions on the text that follow.

Genesis 16

1 Now Sarai, Abram's wife, bore him no children. She had an Egyptian maid whose name was Hagar; 2 and 

Sarai said to Abram, "Behold now, the LORD has prevented me from bearing children; go in to my maid; it 

may be that I shall obtain children by her." And Abram hearkened to the voice of Sarai. 3 So, after Abram had 

dwelt ten years in the land of Canaan, Sarai, Abram's wife, took Hagar the Egyptian, her maid, and gave her to 

Abram her husband as a wife. 4 And he went in to Hagar, and she conceived; and when she saw that she had 

conceived, she looked with contempt on her mistress. 5 And Sarai said to Abram, "May the wrong done to me 

be on you! I gave my maid to your embrace, and when she saw that she had conceived, she looked on me with 

contempt. May the LORD judge between you and me!" 6 But Abram said to Sarai, "Behold, your maid is in 

your power; do to her as you please." Then Sarai dealt harshly with her, and she fled from her. 7 The angel of 

the LORD found her by a spring of water in the wilderness, the spring on the way to Shur. 8 And he said, 

"Hagar, maid of Sarai, where have you come from and where are you going?" She said, "I am fleeing from my 

mistress Sarai." 9 The angel of the LORD said to her, "Return to your mistress, and submit to her." 10 The 

angel of the LORD also said to her, "I will so greatly multiply your descendants that they cannot be numbered 

for multitude." 11 And the angel of the LORD said to her, "Behold, you are with child, and shall bear a son; 

you shall call his name Ishmael; because the LORD has given heed to your affliction. 12 He shall be a wild ass 

of a man, his hand against every man and every man's hand against him; and he shall dwell over against all his
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Genesis 16 (cont.)

Questions on the Text

Sarai's Plan

Read Genesis 16:1-6

kinsmen." 13 So she called the name of the LORD who spoke to her, "Thou art a God of seeing"; for she said, 

"Have I really seen God and remained alive after seeing him?" 14 Therefore the well was called Beer-lahai-

roi; it lies between Kadesh and Bered. 15 And Hagar bore Abram a son; and Abram called the name of his 

son, whom Hagar bore, Ishmael. 16 Abram was eighty-six years old when Hagar bore Ishmael to Abram. 

1.  It seems that Sarai had doubts of her own about whether she would ever have a son.  What is the difference 

between what Abram did, when he doubted, and what Sarai did?

[It was the custom of the time for a barren wife to give her slave girl to her husband, in the hope of having an heir.  

"It was not strictly polygamy but rather a means the lawful wife used in order to give her husband children.  From 

what we know of Babylonian laws of the time, if the slave girl became pregnant and then began to look down on 

her mistress, she could be punished and revert to being treated as a slave.  That is what Hagar fears will happen, 

so she runs away." (The Navarre Bible:  Pentateuch; Princeton, NJ: Scepter Publishers, 1999; p. 97-98)]

2.  What should Abram have done when Sarai made this proposal?  What did he actually do (vs. 2)?  Why do you 

think he acted that way?  What does this remind you of?

3.  What were the unexpected (but perhaps predictable) consequences of this departure from God's plan?

The Birth of Ishmael

Read Genesis 16:7-16

[Because the "angel of the Lord" (vs. 7) speaks in the first person as God, most commentators see this as an actual 

visitation by God Himself and not a visit from a created angelic being.  This happens periodically throughout the 

rest of the Old Testament (Gen. 32:30; Exodus 3:2, Joshua 5:13-15).  Some scholars suggest that these angelic 

visits to men are the Second Person of the Trinity, the One Who, someday, would become the man, Jesus.  In the 

Incarnation, Jesus is truly "a God of seeing," as Hagar exclaims in vs. 13.  The Hebrew there means "a God Who 

can be seen," as is made clear in the last phrase of that verse.]

4.  Why do you suppose that God deals kindly with Hagar, promising a great number of descendants to her 

through her son, Ishmael (whose name means "God hears")?

[Ishmael became the father of the Arab nations, brothers by blood to the Jews, yet in constant battle with them, 

just as God foretold in vs. 12.]

Read this passage all the way through, at least once.  Then answer the questions on the text that follow.
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Genesis 17

1 When Abram was ninety-nine years old the LORD appeared to Abram, and said to him, "I am God 

Almighty; walk before me, and be blameless. 2 And I will make my covenant between me and you, and will 

multiply you exceedingly." 3 Then Abram fell on his face; and God said to him, 4 "Behold, my covenant is 

with you, and you shall be the father of a multitude of nations. 5 No longer shall your name be Abram, but 

your name shall be Abraham; for I have made you the father of a multitude of nations. 6 I will make you 

exceedingly fruitful; and I will make nations of you, and kings shall come forth from you. 7 And I will 

establish my covenant between me and you and your descendants after you throughout their generations for an 

everlasting covenant, to be God to you and to your descendants after you. 8 And I will give to you, and to your 

descendants after you, the land of your sojournings, all the land of Canaan, for an everlasting possession; and I 

will be their God." 9 And God said to Abraham, "As for you, you shall keep my covenant, you and your 

descendants after you throughout their generations. 10 This is my covenant, which you shall keep, between me 

and you and your descendants after you: Every male among you shall be circumcised. 11 You shall be 

circumcised in the flesh of your foreskins, and it shall be a sign of the covenant between me and you. 12 He 

that is eight days old among you shall be circumcised; every male throughout your generations, whether born 

in your house, or bought with your money from any foreigner who is not of your offspring, 13 both he that is 

born in your house and he that is bought with your money, shall be circumcised. So shall my covenant be in 

your flesh an everlasting covenant. 14 Any uncircumcised male who is not circumcised in the flesh of his 

foreskin shall be cut off from his people; he has broken my covenant." 15 And God said to Abraham, "As for 

Sarai your wife, you shall not call her name Sarai, but Sarah shall be her name. 16 I will bless her, and 

moreover I will give you a son by her; I will bless her, and she shall be a mother of nations; kings of peoples 

shall come from her." 17 Then Abraham fell on his face and laughed, and said to himself, "Shall a child be 

born to a man who is a hundred years old? Shall Sarah, who is ninety years old, bear a child?" 18 And 

Abraham said to God, "O that Ishmael might live in thy sight!" 19 God said, "No, but Sarah your wife shall 

bear you a son, and you shall call his name Isaac. I will establish my covenant with him as an everlasting 

covenant for his descendants after him. 20 As for Ishmael, I have heard you; behold, I will bless him and make 

him fruitful and multiply him exceedingly; he shall be the father of twelve princes, and I will make him a great 

nation. 21 But I will establish my covenant with Isaac, whom Sarah shall bear to you at this season next year." 

22 When he had finished talking with him, God went up from Abraham. 23 Then Abraham took Ishmael his 

son and all the slaves born in his house or bought with his money, every male among the men of Abraham's 

house, and he circumcised the flesh of their foreskins that very day, as God had said to him. 24 Abraham was 

ninety-nine years old when he was circumcised in the flesh of his foreskin. 25 And Ishmael his son was 

thirteen years old when he was circumcised in the flesh of his foreskin. 26 That very day Abraham and his son 

Ishmael were circumcised; 27 and all the men of his house, those born in the house and those bought with 

money from a foreigner, were circumcised with him. 

Questions on the Text

Abram Becomes Abraham

Read Genesis 17:1-8

5.  God appears to Abram thirteen years after the birth of Ishmael.  He is ready to turn the promise to make 

Abram's "name great" into a covenant.  Why do you suppose He commands Abram to "walk before me, and be 

blameless" as He announces another covenant action?
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Questions on the Text (cont.)

Abram Becomes Abraham (cont.)

6.  What is Abram's response to this appearance of God and these words (vs. 3)?

7.  Abram's name gets changed to "Abraham," which means "father of a multitude of nations."  Why do you 

suppose he gets this name change now and not when he first left Haran?

The Covenant of Circumcision

Read Genesis 17:9-21

[The practice of circumcision was fairly extensive in the world of Abraham's time.  The Egyptians circumcised 

boys at the age of 13, which would have been Ishmael's age at this time.  For the Jews, it became a sign of the 

covenant God made with Abraham.  This is one of many instances of God's appropriating an already existing 

practice and dedicating it to His own purpose.]

8.  The circumcision of grown men, without anesthetic, is a challenging idea.  In addition, Abraham was nearly 

100 years old.  Why do you think God would ask Abraham and his whole entourage to undergo such an extreme 

rite?

[Sarai also gets a name change, to Sarah, which means something like "queen mother" or "princess" - in other 

words, a suggestion of royalty.  From her descendants would come King David, in whom this part of the covenant 

("kings of peoples shall come from her") was fulfilled.  When David sat on Israel's royal throne (c. 1010-970 

B.C.), God made a covenant with him that someone from his line would always sit on the throne of Israel (see 2 

Sam. 7).  Jesus, born of the house of David, would be that King, reigning forever over the New Israel, the Church.] 

9.  What is Abraham's response to God's promise about the birth of a son to Sarah (vs. 17)?  What do you make of 

it?

10.  Why do you suppose Abraham pleads with God to let Ishmael be his heir (vs. 18)?

11.  Notice the blessing God grants to Ishmael on account of Abraham's plea (vs. 20).  What does this suggest 

about the power of Abraham's prayers?

12.  What does God finally give to Abraham, after twenty-five years (vs. 21)?

Abraham Obeys God

Read Genesis 17:22-27

13.  Hearing God say that the birth of Isaac was only one year away, what might have tempted Abraham to delay 

the ordeal of circumcision instead of carrying it out "that very day" (vs. 23)?

14. As Abraham readily submits himself, Ishmael, and all his men to circumcision, what is he

agreeing to in this covenant with God?  In other words, the circumcision is a sign of something.  What is it?
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Questions for Reflection

One of the best ways to meditate on God's Word is to take it deeply into your life through memorization.  The 

suggested memory verse is always highlighted in the text in the lesson (see Genesis 17).  Or you may choose one 

of your own.  For further reflection, consider these questions:

1. Sometimes we are like Sarai, frustrated over a delay in receiving what God has promised and tempted

to take things into our own hands.  God's promise to us is to bless us, but we come up with our own ideas of what 

that means.  Examine your life to see if you are trying to short-circuit the path to happiness that Jesus described in 

the beatitudes (see Matt. 4:1-12).

2.   Abraham promptly obeyed God's command to be circumcised, even though it would be unpleasant.  St. 

Bernard of Clairvaux wrote:  "He who faithfully obeys knows no delay, avoids leaving things for the morrow, 

does not know what postponement means, gives priority to what is commanded.  He is always on the look-out, his 

ears open, his tongue ready to speak, his hands to work, his feet to be on the move.  Everything is done to carry 

out the wishes of the person in charge" (Sermones de diversis, 41, 7).  Are you prompt in obeying God?  What 

tempts you to delay (fear, self-indulgence, sloth, anger)?  Speak to God about your desire to act quickly in doing 

what is good; ask Him to imprint this picture of Abraham circumcising everyone "that very day" in your mind's 

eye as an incentive.

Opportunities for Additional Study 

Points to Ponder

Now that we have become well acquainted with Abraham, it will be interesting for us to think through some more 

of St. Paul's reflections on him, recorded in his letter to the Romans.  In Rom. 4:16-25, he writes:

...Abraham...is the father of us all, as it is written, "I have made you the father of many nations" - in the presence 

of the God in whom he believed, who gives life to the dead and calls into existence the things that do not exist.  In 

hope he believed against hope, that he should become the father of many nations; as he had been told, "So shall 

your descendants be."  He did not weaken in faith when he considered his own body, which was as good as dead 

because he was about a hundred years old, or when he considered the barrenness of Sarah's womb.  No distrust 

made him waver concerning the promise of God, but he grew strong in his faith as he gave glory to God, fully 

convinced that God was able to do what he had promised.

Do you find anything curious about St. Paul's commentary on the life of Abraham?  Would we have described him 

as a man who "did not weaken in faith"?  Does he appear to be one about whom it could be said that "No distrust 

made him waver concerning the promise of God?"  What does St. Paul mean?  Was he reading the same story we 

are?

St. Paul knew all the details of Abraham's life; what he observed of the up's and down's in it must not have 

counted, in his opinion, as episodes of broken faith.  Instead, they must have looked like occasions when Abraham 

"grew strong" in his faith (vs. 20).  St. Paul sees faith as a way of life, not a single act.  Faith grows and 

strengthens; it is tested and purified.  It learns from mistakes; it goes forward rather than backwards.  In fact, he 

described his own life of faith that way, in Phil. 3:12-14:
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Not that I ... am already perfect, but I press on to make it my own, because Christ Jesus has made me his own.  

Brethren, I do not consider that I have made it my own; but one thing I do, forgetting what lies behind and 

straining forward to what lies ahead, I press on toward the goal for the prize of the upward call of God in Christ 

Jesus.

Although he was surely aware of the times in Abraham's life when he could and should have behaved better than 

he did, St. Paul does not see Abraham turning away from trusting God for His promises.  He did not pack his bags 

and go back to Haran.  As much as he loved Ishmael, he did not bolt with him to start his own nation.  In the 

ultimate test of Abraham's faith yet, he circumcised himself, even though God had said that the birth of his son 

through Sarah was quite near.  At that point, when he willingly disabled the part of his body absolutely necessary 

for the promise of God to come true, he acted precisely as St. Paul describes it:  "In hope he believed against hope, 

that he should become the father of many nations" (vs. 18).

The life of faith does not mean a life without failure.  Think of Jesus' prediction of Peter's denial.  "I have prayed 

for you, that your faith should not fail; and when you have returned to me, strengthen your brethren" (Luke 

22:32).  Peter certainly failed to do the right thing as he denied knowing Jesus, but did his faith fail?  How could 

it, if Jesus prayed that it wouldn't?  Jesus anticipates Peter's return and that he will be stronger than ever - strong 

enough to make others strong.

The life of faith means growth through failure, which is perseverance.  St. Paul saw that in abundance in 

Abraham; so have we.

Catechism Connection

Excerpted from the Catechism of the Catholic Church:

On the hope of Abraham – "Christian hope takes up and fulfills the hope of the chosen people which has its origin 

and model in the hope of Abraham, who was blessed abundantly by the promises of God fulfilled in Isaac, and 

who was purified by the test of the sacrifice.  ‘Hoping against hope, he believed, and thus became the father of 

many nations.'" (1819)
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Summary

In this lesson, we observed that:
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1.  Sarai, Abram's wife, had doubts about God keeping His promise of a son, so she came up with her own plan, 

using Hagar, her maid, as a surrogate mother.  Abram didn't consult God about this idea; he listened to his wife, 

with disastrous results.  The peace of the family was shattered.

2.  Hagar fled from Sarai's harsh treatment; God met her in her affliction, easing her heavy load.  She had to 

return home, but she went back as a different woman - one who had seen God and who had hope for the future.

3.  Ishmael was the son born to Abram through Hagar.  When he was thirteen years old, God appeared to 

Abram to renew the promise of making his "name great" through a dynasty of kings by sealing a covenant with 

him.

4.  To mark the significance of this occasion, God changed Abram's name to Abraham.  This new name began 

the fulfillment of God's promises to him and his descendants.  God was about to build a new nation through His 

servant, Abraham.

5.  Sarai's name was also changed to Sarah, a name that reflected royalty.  She would become the mother of 

kings.  This promise provoked laughter in Abraham, the kind of glee that comes from thinking about two old 

people being blessed like newlyweds.  Abraham showed his deep attachment to Ishmael by making a request 

on his behalf to God, that he might be the one through whom the promises would come true.

6.  God blessed Ishmael, but He refused Abraham's specific request.  The promises would be kept through a 

miraculous birth.  God's plan remained intact.

7.  God commanded Abraham to circumcise all the males in his household.  This would be a sign in the bodies 

of these men and their descendants of the covenant God had made with them.  He would be their God, and they 

would be His people, ones for whom He would do great things and ones from whom He expected obedience.

8.  Abraham's prompt response to God's command to be circumcised, even though it would cause pain and 

suffering, not to mention raising the possibility of needing an even more miraculous conception of a child in 

Sarah, made him an example for all those who enter into a covenant with God.   He demonstrated faith in God's 

promises, acceptance of the terms of the covenant, and sacrificial obedience to the Word of God.

A Message from the Authors

Are you enjoying our study? Would you like this important service to continue? If so, please be aware that 

Catholic Exchange is a non-profit charitable organization totally dependent on your financial support to maintain 

both our website and our groundbreaking Catholic Scripture Study.  So please make an on-line donation with your 

credit card at www.catholicexchange.com, call 1-888-477-1982, or mail as generous a donation as possible to: 

Catholic Exchange 

P.O. Box 231820 

Encinitas, CA 92023 

Thank you for making the Word of God available to anyone who wants it anywhere in the world. 


