“The Last Laugh” (Genesis 21:1-21)

Two young girls were talking and one said she had ten pennies. The other girl looked at her hand and
only saw five. So she said, “You only have five pennies.” The first girl replied, “I have five and my father
told me he would give me five more tonight. So I have ten.” This little girl understood that her father’s
promise was as good as done.'

Our heavenly Father has a passion for you and me to become like this little girl. He longs for us to take
Him at His Word and trust that His promises are as good as done.” Unfortunately, we are a bit cynical.
We live in an era of unfulfilled promises. Nations sign important treaties and then break them at will.
Married couples show little regard for their wedding vows. Employers promise one thing and deliver
another. At times it seems that no one can be trusted—no one is honest—no one keeps his word. Thus,
we have a sarcastic phrase for our jaded skepticism: “Promises, promises!”

In Genesis 21:1-21, we will be challenged with a truthful phrase: God always performs what He
promises. Therefore, we can trust in God because He is faithful, powerful, sovereign, and compassionate.

1. Trust in God because He is faithful and powerful (21:1-7). The events of 21:1-7 can be seen in
three different dimensions.’ In 21:1-2, we see the divine dimension in the birth of Isaac. Verses 3-5
record the response of Abraham to the birth of his son. Finally, in 21:6-7, we have the jubilance of Sarah
over the arrival of the long-awaited child, who is the joy of her life.

In 21:1-2, we see the divine dimension. Moses writes, “Then the LORD took note® of Sarah® as He
had said, and the LORD did for Sarah as He had promised. So Sarah conceived and bore a son to
Abraham in his old age, at the appointed time of which God had spoken to him.” After 25 years,
God fulfills His Word to Abraham and Sarah—the miracle child is born (cf. 17:16; 18:14). Moses
declares, “Then the LORD took note of Sarah” (21:1a). This phrase focuses on God’s supreme care
and concern. Other translations render this phrase: He “visited” her (NET, ESV, NKJV) or “was gracious”
to her (NIV). So here we see God’s grace and compassion showcased. Notice the phrase “the LORD” is
repeated twice in the first verse. The point is that this is all God’s work. In addition to God’s grace, there
are three important truths that will build our confidence in the Lord.

o  You can trust God’s Word. Three times in these two verses there is a reference to God’s Word:
‘“as He had said” (21:1), “as He had promised” (21:1), and “of which God had spoken”
(21:2). It may have taken 25 years for this promise to come to pass but the Lord did for Sarah
what He had promised—just as He always does. But the promise of a son was not fulfilled
because Abraham was perfect in his obedience...he wasn’t. The promise was fulfilled because
God was faithful to His Word.

e You can trust God’s power. The birth of Isaac was a precise, empirical validation of God’s
power. God defied nature and biology. He intervened in the bodies of Abraham and Sarah and
performed a miracle. God still performs miracles today, yet many of us are not seeking God’s
supernatural intervention. We are trying to control the outcome of our situations.

Have you ever seen a “belt-and-suspenders” man? A “belt-and-suspenders” man is someone who
wears both a belt and a pair of suspenders to hold his pants up. That way even if his belt breaks,
he is still covered. In other words, he has an extremely cautious approach to life. He likes to have
a strategy to deal with every possible problem before it occurs.’



While this may seem to make logical sense in the natural realm, God wants us to live out a
supernatural existence. He wants us to trust in His miraculous power instead of always trying to
cover all of our bases.

o  You can trust God’s timing. | know some people who are never on time. Getting somewhere on
time is an impossibility for them. Not so with God. He is never early...He is never late...He is
always right on time. In the case of Abraham and Sarah, God did what He promised, not a year
early or a year late, not a day early or a day late.® Now God does not operate on our timetables.
Our wristwatches or palm pilots don’t rule Him. His timing may be personally inconvenient for
us and it may not make sense, but it is always “at the appointed time.””

This means there is no point in fretting, fussing, and fuming when God does not operate
according to our schedule. How much better to say, “Lord, Your will be done in Your own time
and in Your own way” (Matt 6:10). Today, why not implore the Lord for new strength and divine
wisdom. Patience is one of the fruits of the Holy Spirit (Gal 5:22). But for patience to grow, it
must be tested. I have found that God repeatedly puts me in situations that require a great deal of
patience. So why not just join in God’s work instead of making yourself miserable?

These three truths demonstrate that God always performs what He promises. His Word is timeless.
However, a note of caution is in order. Not all of the Bible’s promises are applicable to all people. There
are at least three questions you should ask before you decide to appropriate one of God’s promises. "

o Is the promise universal in scope? A promise is universal when words like “whoever” or
“anyone” are used. In Romans 10:13, Paul writes, “For ‘whoever will call on the name of the
Lord will be saved.”” Another example is Luke 9:23-24: “And He [Jesus] was saying to them all,
‘If anyone wishes to come after Me, he must deny himself, and take up his cross daily and follow
Me. For whoever wishes to save his life will lose it, but whoever loses his life for My sake, he is
the one who will save it.””” Such universal promises are held out to anyone—anytime—anywhere,
who follow their advice. When you find such a promise underline it. You may want to underline
the promise in a unique color so you can easily find it as you page through your Bible.

o Is the promise personal in nature? A specific promise given to someone else is not necessarily
meant for you. For example, consider God’s Word to Paul in Acts 18:9b-10: “Do not be afraid
any longer, but go on speaking and do not be silent; for I am with you, and no man will attack
you in order to harm you, for I have many people in this city.” Genesis 15:13-16 holds another
promise with a clearly marked nametag: “God said to Abram, ‘Know for certain that your
descendants will be strangers in a land that is not theirs, where they will be enslaved and
oppressed four hundred years. But [ will also judge the nation whom they will serve, and
afterward they will come out with many possessions. As for you, you shall go to your fathers in
peace; you will be buried at a good old age. Then in the fourth generation they will return here,
for the iniquity of the Amorite is not yet complete.’” It’s tempting to claim the comfort intended
for someone else’s ear, but hoping in promises that were never made to you only invites
disappointment.

e s the promise conditional? Some promises are dependent upon personal action. That is, if you
fulfill the condition, the promise will follow. James 4:10 is one of those promises: “Humble
yourselves in the presence of the Lord, and He will exalt you.” The condition here is to humble
ourselves before God. If and when we do this, the Lord will exalt us.



Another example is Philippians 4:19, where Paul writes, “And my God will supply all your needs
according to His riches in glory in Christ Jesus.” While many Christians quote this verse, this is
not an unconditional, blanket promise, for the context makes it clear that this is dependent upon
generous financial giving (4:13-18). So if you note a condition, make it your goal to obey God’s
Word so that you can enjoy His promise.

In 21:3-5, Moses picks up Abraham’s response: “Abraham called the name of his son who was born
to him, whom Sarah bore to him, Isaac."' Then Abraham circumcised his son Isaac when he was
eight days old, as God had commanded him. Now Abraham was one hundred years old when his
son Isaac was born to him.” Verses 3-4 emphasize Abraham’s obedience. The key phrase is “as God
had commanded him.” Upon the birth of Isaac, Abraham immediately obeyed by calling the boy
“Isaac” (21:3; cf. 17:19)." Isaac means, “he laughs” or “may He [God] smile.” The name Isaac was to
stand out on the pages of history as a constant reminder to the world that, on the one hand, God’s
promises are no laughing matter. On the other hand, this was a promise that was going to be a “laughing
matter”—a hilarious event because of its impossibility from a human perspective.”> Abraham also obeyed
God by circumcising his son “when he was eight days old” (21:4). This was God’s command to
Abraham and His covenant with him (see 17:7-14).

Verse 5 concludes by emphasizing Abraham’s age (cf. 17:1, 24). The writer of Hebrews says that
Abraham was “as good as dead” (11:12). And you may think you’re old! When Abraham could have
been drawing Social Security payments for 35 years, he became a parent. And at the age of 113 he would
enter into the teenage years with his son. Talk about challenging times!

In 21:6-7, the scene shifts to Sarah who says, “‘God has made laughter for me; everyone who hears
will laugh with me.” And she said, ‘Who would have said to Abraham that Sarah would nurse
children? Yet I have borne him a son in his old age.”” | imagine that every time Abraham and Sarah
called “laughter” in for supper, they remembered how God had turned their laughter of disbelief to
laughter of joy! Sarah becomes a ninety-year-old, nursing mother and Abraham becomes a father at 100!
What a happy ending!"*

[As is often the case in life, after a mountaintop experience, one usually descends into the valley. This
section records another crisis in the story of Abraham. This is one the strangest and saddest portions of
the Bible. Yet, in this section we learn that we can...]

2. Trust in God because He is sovereign and compassionate (21:8-21)." In 21:8-9, Moses writes,
“The child grew and was weaned, and Abraham made a great feast on the day that Isaac was
weaned [approximately three years after his birth, cf. 1 Sam 1:22-25]. Now Sarah saw the son of Hagar
the Egyptian, whom she had borne to Abraham, mocking” (lit. “Isaacing”).'® Fourteen years earlier,
Hagar had given birth to Ishmael and for most of the intervening period Abraham had treated Ishmael as
the heir. By now Ishmael was a teenager (15 or 16). As a growing and alert teenager, he in no way would
miss the message he was hearing. His parents had often told him that he was the promised seed and now
he gradually began to realize that his folks were in error. They had deceived him as well as themselves.
Bitterness and anger began to well up in Ishmael as Isaac, little by little, began to replace him.'” And no
doubt the great feast and the glad speeches in Isaac’s honor caused these feelings of bitterness to reflect
themselves in ridicule and persecution (21:9; cf. Gal 4:29). What he did and how he did it, we can only
conjecture. But one thing is sure: Ishmael’s jealousy turned into mockery."®
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Therefore, Sarah forcefully gave Abraham an ultimatum: “‘Drive out this maid and her son, for the
son of this maid shall not be an heir with my son Isaac.” The matter distressed Abraham greatly
because of his son. But God said to Abraham," ‘Do not be distressed because of the lad and your
maid;?® whatever Sarah tells you, listen to her, for through Isaac your descendants shall be named.
And of the son of the maid I will make a nation also, because he is your descendant.”” (21: 10-13).2!
Sarah was ticked off! She doesn’t want to share her husband with her servant girl. Sarah recognizes that
it is impossible for a man to enter into an intimate relationship with a woman and then simply walk away.
The relationship that Abraham had with Hagar was more than just physical. Abraham and Hagar became
one. Sex is more than a physical act; it is a spiritual act that affects the mind, emotions, and soul. The
evidence of the sexual union between Abraham and Hagar was Ishmael. Not only did Sarah not want to
share her husband, she also does not want to share Isaac with Ishmael. Sarah recognizes that Isaac is the
promised seed (Rom 9:6-9), so she doesn’t want anything or anyone to adversely affect him.

Of course, all of this “distressed” Abraham (21:11-12). Yet, God reassured Abraham that He was
divinely guiding Sarah’s counsel.”” Husband, your wife is God’s gift to you (see 2:18). She is to be
treated as a treasure—like any valuable gift. Draw on her wisdom and unique perspective. Nurture and
facilitate her. You and your family will be blessed as a result.”> Wife, when you speak to your husband
do so with self-control. Follow Peter’s words and exude a “gentle and quiet spirit” (1 Pet 3:4).

In 21:14, Moses records these painful words: “So Abraham rose early in the morning®* and took
bread and a skin of water and gave them to Hagar, putting them on her shoulder,” and gave her
the boy, and sent her away. And she departed and wandered about in the wilderness of
Beersheba.”? This parting must have been excruciating.”” I'm sure that Abraham never dreamed that
sleeping with Hagar would lead to so much heartache and confusion. In fact, I'm sure he justified it in his
own mind as the best way to make his wife happy and also to “help” God keep His promise. But it didn’t
work out that way. Sarah was wrong to suggest the idea and Abraham was doubly wrong to act on it. If
he had been the proper kind of spiritual leader, so much heartache would have been avoided.

When we compromise our standards, lower our convictions, or when we try to take a moral or ethical
shortcut, it never works out in the end. Choices have consequences...and sometimes they are painful. As
believers, we need to learn this lesson well. We also need to make sure that our children and
grandchildren learn this lesson early in life. Choices have consequences. When we sin and confess that
sin we are forgiven but the consequences of those choices often carry on.” Please don’t learn this lesson
the hard way. Determine today that you will learn from the experiences of Abraham and Sarah (Rom
15:4). Do not sow your wild oats and then pray for a crop failure. It is unlikely to happen.

Now back to our story. In 21:15-16, we read: “When the water in the skin was used up, she left the
boy under one of the bushes. Then she went and sat down opposite him, about a bowshot away, for
she said, ‘Do not let me see the boy die.” And she sat opposite him, and lifted up her voice and
wept.” Here we find the first record of a single mom in history.” Like other single moms, she is without
child support. All that she was given was a few gallons of water and a picnic lunch. She is now at the end
of her rope. So she lifts up her voice and cries.”” Maybe you can relate to Hagar.

In 21:17-19, we read these touching words: “God heard the lad crying; and the angel of God called to
Hagar from heaven and said to her, ‘What is the matter with you, Hagar? Do not fear, for God has
heard the voice of the lad where he is. Arise, lift up the lad, and hold him by the hand, for I will
make a great nation of him.” Then God opened her eyes and she saw a well of water;’' and she
went and filled the skin with water and gave the lad a drink.”
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Notice, it was not Hagar’s cries that arrested God’s attention, but the boy’s. It is no coincidence that the
name “Ishmael” means “God hears” (cf. 16:11). As a descendant of Abraham, Ishmael was the object of
God’s special care. His cries brought divine intervention. God loves children and He also desires to be
the God of the outcast, the rejected, the abused, and the dying.*

The following Scriptures powerfully reiterate the character of God:

e Psalm 68:5-6: “A father of the fatherless and a judge for the widows, is God in His holy
habitation. God makes a home for the lonely; He leads out the prisoners into prosperity, only the
rebellious dwell in a parched land.”

e Isaiah 54:5: “For your husband is your Maker, whose name is the LORD of hosts; and your
Redeemer is the Holy One of Israel, who is called the God of all the earth.”

e Psalm 34:18: “The LORD is near to the brokenhearted and saves those who are crushed in
spirit.”

When you have come to the end of your own resources, and you sit down to sob, remember God has a lot
of options left—He hears, He calls, and He opens.” I love the fact that Hagar saw the well that had been
there all along. Only her tears and her fears kept her from seeing it. God does provide but often we don’t
see it. Often, we’re too busy crying or complaining. We’re not looking with any hope or faith that God
provides.

Those of you who are being emotionally or physically abused and continue in the relationship because
you are afraid of the financial, emotional, and physical wilderness, pay attention to Hagar’s situation.
Even though she suffered greatly, her need for support was supplied (17-21). God did not forget Hagar.
Nor did He forget His promise to greatly multiply her descendants (16:10). God had compassion on
Hagar’s plight and became like a father to Ishmael.

Doug Edmonds, the elder chairman at our previous church, loved to say, “God provides.” He even signs
his emails and letters that way. Do you believe God’s provides? Single mom, can God meet your needs?
Wife who is married to an unbeliever, can God be your husband? Can He provide for you? Child or
teenager who has been victimized by divorce, can God provide? Yes, a thousands times, yes!

Our story closes in 21:20-21 with these encouraging words: “God was with the lad, and he grew; and
he lived in the wilderness and became an archer. He lived in the wilderness of Paran, and his
mother took a wife for him from the land of Egypt.” God demonstrates His sovereignty and His
compassion. Moses says that “God was with the lad.” Some of you have watched a son or daughter
make wrong decisions and choices. That child moved in destructive directions. He or she walked away
from God. You watched your child go into the desert, and you desperately wanted to stop him or her.
You knew there was nothing you could do. Your heart was broken, like the heart of Abraham. But may [
remind you: (1) God hears your cry, (2) He can open a way in the life of your wayward child, and (3) He
is with your child.** You can trust God because He is a sovereign and compassionate God.

Since the time our children were young, we have always read to them The Chronicles of Narnia, these
wonderful children’s stories about the magical land of Narnia. In the second book, Prince Caspian, Lucy
enters Narnia again and sees Aslan, the great lion. She has not seen him in a long, long time, and so they
have a wonderful reunion. Lucy says to Aslan, “Aslan, you’re bigger now.” Aslan says, “Lucy, that’s
because you are older. You see, Lucy, every year that you grow, you will find me bigger.”



Hasn’t that been the case for many of you? For many of us, every year we grow spiritually, we find the
Lord bigger in His faithfulness, His power, His sovereignty, and His compassion. Why? God is always
bigger than you and I could ever ask or imagine (Eph 3:19-20). Do not forget these words: God always
performs what He promises. You can trust Him today. And the promises that He has given you, you can
depend on all the days of your life.
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