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I. Survey the Big Picture: Context Analysis 

1. Historical Context

The historical context of Abram’s world is very different 

from today. In this passage the main historical context challenge 

is the offering by Sarai for Abram to sleep with Sarai’s 

maidservant ( slave) , Hagar, to produce an heir. Two issues in this 

story are specifically hard for us to relate to— slavery and 

concubineal surrogacy. Slavery at its heart is seeing a person as 

the property of someone else. In addition, it is hard to relate to 

the pressure their culture created for heirs to carry on the family 

line and to inherit the property of the patriarch. This level of 

pressure was great enough to cause Abram and Sarai to consider a 

course of action that was outside the promise that God gave to 

Abram regarding his seed. Based on ancient manuscripts from the 

time, we know that giving a wife’s slave girl to the husband was an 

acceptable practice in the culture of Abram’s time, and the 

resulting child would be considered a legal heir from a cultural 

point of view=

2. Literary Context

The literary context of Genesis 16 is a story that tells a 

specific event in the life of Abram, Sarai and Hagar. It is a 

bottom level/ individual narrative focusing on the problems of 

infertility and what can happen when people take matters into their 

own hands. The “ Israel level, ” though, tells of God’s faithfulness 
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to fulfill His promise to Abram that he would be the father of a 

great nation. The “ level” of the whole story of God reveals God’s 

redemptive plan to bless all nations through the line of Abram.

From the text we know that Abram is 86 years old at this point in 

his life. In the preceding chapter of Genesis, God formalized His 

covenant with Abram by passing through the cleaved animal halves in 

the form of a smoking firepot with a blazing torch. This chapter 

then recounts the failed attempt by Sarai and then Abram to take 

action themselves to fulfill the promise of a son.

3. Redemptive Context

This passage in the book of Genesis is early in the overall 

narrative of God’s redemption of His people. Before this time,

there was God’s covenant with Adam ( Gen. 1:28- 30) and Adam’s 

failure and expulsion from the Garden of Eden. This is where we 

begin to learn that blood sacrifice was required for sin covering.

AS a result of the sin of Cain, God intensifies the consequences 

for Cain of Adam’s covenant ( Gen. 4:12) . God’s covenant with Noah 

( Gen. 9:1- 17) promised that God would not destroy the entire earth 

again with a flood. The tower of Babel ( Gen. 11) had the result of

scattering the people because of their pride and resistance to 

God’s command to fill the earth. The subsequent confusion of 

language sets the stage for God’s redemptive plan for the world 

through the people that would come from the progenitor Abraham. . 
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II. Explore the Passage: Content Analysis

1. Textual Outline

Setting (16:1-2): Sarai had not yet gotten pregnant in view of the 

promise of God to Abram, so she schemed to have Abram sleep with 

her Egyptian slave girl, Hagar, to provide for the promise, and 

Abram agrees.

Rising Tension (16:3-6)  After Hagar conceives, she shows contempt for 

Sarai as her mistress, and so with Abram’s consent, Sarai mistreats 

Hagar to the point where Hagar flees from Sarai into the wilderness 

back towards Egypt.

Highest Point of Tension (16:7) AThengel of the LORD/Preincarnate Christ 

found Hagar by a well in the wilderness in the travel direction of 

Egypt.

Resolution (16:8-14) After the Angel of the LORD told Hagar to return 

and submit to Sarai and promised her that she would have 

uncountable descendants through her future son Ishmael, Hagar obeys 

and pronounces the Angel, El Roi— “ the God who sees me. ”

Following Lessons/Actions (16:15-16) When Abram was 86 years old, Hagar 

gave birth to Ishmael.

2. Statement of Author’s Big Idea

After Hagar fled to the wilderness due to the tension of 

Sarai’s slave surrogacy plan with Abram, God directly “ showed”

Himself faithful to Hagar and provided for her through the promise 

of Abram’s son, Ishmael.
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3. Explanation/Defense of Author’s Big Idea

Setting (16:1-2) The dramatic structure of this episode emphasizes God’s 

gracious dealing with Hagar. The problem is prompted by Sarai’s 

frustration with her infertility. We are introduced to Hagar an 

Egyptian slave girl that most likely Sarai received 10 years 

earlier ( Gen. 12:16) . Sarai resorts to a common cultural practice 

of the day by providing an heir through a concubine to which Abram 

consents.

Rising Tension (16:3-6) As the problem develops, we learn of 

complications that result from this action of Abram and Sarai. In 

Genesis 17:16 God clarifies that His promise would be fulfilled 

through a son born bodily by Sarai. This, coupled with Sarai’s 

attitude of blame of God for her infertility, suggests that Sarai,

and subsequently Abram, tried to bring the promise of God about by 

their own actions and demonstrated impatience with God’s timing.

This act of faithlessness on their part precipitated more sin in 

the form of Hagar’s pride with her improved standing in the Abramic 

clan and Sarai’s subsequent harsh treatment of Hagar condoned by 

Abram. In Galatians 4:21- 30, Paul gives commentary on the children 

of promise and the children of flesh that he says Sarai and Hagar 

represent as he makes a point about being under the law.

The turning point of the story takes place as Hagar stopped 

at a well and was found by God himself who chose to show Himself 

directly to her. There are two points of interest in this verse.
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The first being that God “ found” Hagar implies that the meeting was 

not accidental. Second, the text is geographically specific about 

where she was. Shur is located on the northern Sinai Peninsula, and 

so the reference of the road to Shur most likely is there to help 

us know that Hagar was fleeing in the direction of Egypt, her home 

of origin.

Highest Point of Tension (16:7) tAshe falling action continues toward the

conclusion of the story, we see the dialogue between God and Hagar.

The content of God’s message to Hagar focused on the promise of 

progeny through the son to be named Ishmael. Ishmael’s name meaning 

“ God hears” becomes the summary of the main point of the narrative 

story. This becomes echoed in Hagar’s response, “ El Roi—the God who 

sees me. ” To further memorialize this event and this attribute of 

God, the well where this encounter occurs is named Beer Lahai Roi,

“ the well of the living one who sees. ”

Resolution (16:8-14) As the narrative resolves in 16:15, the text says 

Hagar bore Abram a son, and Abram gave the name Ishmael to the son.

This language suggests that Hagar resolved her conflict with Sarai 

by obeying the LORD and related the encounter with God to Abram.

Sarai and Abram had a reminder to them of God’s faithfulness to 

hear every time they called the name of Ishmael.

Following Actions/Lessons (16:15-16) I’m sure there is an ending. I’m too 

tired to find it right now. 
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III. Theological Analysis and Application

1. Discontinuities

The biggest area of cultural discontinuities in this passage is 

the issue of slavery that led to concubineal surrogacy. Ownership 

of a person is very culturally repugnant in our society whereas to 

Abram and Sarai this would have been acceptable and commonplace in 

their culture. The nomadic, agricultural lifestyle of the time 

plays a role in this story in that it makes the necessity of heirs 

indispensable in their culture much more so than in ours. This 

cultural necessity for progeny in addition to God’s specific 

promise to Abram adds to the emotional tension for Sarai and Abram 

which in our cultural context we cannot relate to as well. Another 

significant difference related to trusting in God’s specific 

promise of a child is that Sarai and Abram were essential to the 

redemptive plan of God and so could stand on the absolute 

contractual promise of God for a child. A modern infertile couple 

cannot use the promise to Abram in the context of their situation 

as God’s intention to bless with children naturally.

2. Continuities

God’s nature of seeing and hearing has not changed, in that He 

is always ready to hear us. The lesson He wanted to teach Abram,

Sarai and Hagar through Ishmael is the same lesson he has for us 

today. Certainly, the emotional strains and foibles demonstrated by 

the characters in this drama are in amply supply in our context.
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The anguish of infertility causes Christians today to wrestle with 

the issues inherent in seeking advanced medical intervention. These 

decisions have great moral implications and are clouded by the 

common practices in our culture today, including the practice of 

surrogate pregnancy. The petty jealousies demonstrated by Sarai and 

Hagar along with the callous disinterest to Hagar’s plight 

demonstrated by Abram are timeless issues of self- image and 

acceptance. The characters of this narrative have a relationships 

with God and have to work their daily trust in Him out just as we 

do. In short, these are people with whom we can relate even if 

their situation was vastly different than ours. 

3. Theological Big Idea

God hears the cries for help of those who are in need and 

willing to submit to His will, sees their distress and stands ready 

to provide. 

4. Explanation of Theological Big Idea

This is where you will provide a one paragraph explanation of 

your theological big idea. This will involve identifying and 

explaining the key elements you have chosen to include in the TBI 

from the immediate passage and its broader redemptive context. Be 

sure to highlight key redemptive themes in your passage.   This is 

where you will provide a one paragraph explanation of your 

theological big idea. This will involve identifying and explaining 

the key elements you have chosen to include in the TBI from the 



8 

immediate passage and its broader redemptive context. Be sure to 

highlight key redemptive themes in your passage.  

5. Application/Personal Impact

As I look at the story unfolded in Genesis 16, the issue I 

can most relate to personally is the emotional pain created by 

infertility. Initially it is easy to look at their actions and 

deride them for their lack of faith in God’s timing in their life.

For my wife and I, we experienced the soul anguish of Sarai and 

Abram at a very personal level. We are neither the first nor the 

last couple who will have to contend with the pain of a barren 

womb. In our culture as with Abram and Sarai, there are culturally 

acceptable options to take the matter into our own hands. These 

issues that a couple working through the infertility options that 

our advanced science provides can quickly lead to moral dilemmas.

For us, this meant making decisions based on our beliefs on a very 

practical level, not just a theoretical level. Sarai decided that 

she would make a provision in a situation that God had clearly said 

was his responsibility. She had the benefit of a contractual 

agreement for God’s provision, an assurance that my wife and I 

certainly do not have. But because this story is recorded in 

scripture, we now have a choice to trust in the promise testified 

by Ishmael’s name, God hears, as well as El Roi, the God who sees.
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