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GLENSTONE CHAPEL 

Community Group Bible Study Guide 
 
 

Passage: Genesis 21                            For use Nov. 4-10, 2007 
 
 

FOR PERSONAL PREPARATION 
1. God is a major figure in this chapter. God showers 

much GRACE on Abraham, Sarah, Hagar and Ishmael. 
God meanwhile protects Isaac's inheritance rights as 
well as Abraham's claim on the Promised Land. 

 

2. Highlights:   
 ¥ The birth of the promised one, Isaac. 
 ¥ Hagar's banishment 
 ¥ The treaty with Abimelech 
 

3. Who's who 
 • Abraham, see notes for Gen. 12:1-9. Age 100. 
 • Sarah, Abram's wife; insisted, contrary to the customs of 

the times, as evidenced by Abraham's displeasure (vs. 11), 
that Hagar and Ishmael be sent away.   

 • Isaac, the promised son! This was the fulfil lment of a 
special promise to Abraham and Sarah, and Isaac enters the 
scene with all kinds of special hopes and dreams. His name 
means laughter, in response to Sarah's doubts about her 
ability to bear a child at her age. 

 • Ishmael, first son of Abraham; Abraham looked on 
Ishmael with deep affection and prayed that he might be the 
promised heir (Gen. 17:18; vss. 9-10, 13). God's angel 
predicted that he would be a "wild donkey" (Gen. 16:12); not 
a term of dishonor but of praise; it was a delicacy on the 
menus at a royal feast. Married an Egyptian; became the 
father of 12 sons and a daughter; died at age 137. 

 • Hagar, Egyptian, possibly a gift of Pharaoh to Abram; 
perhaps Sarah's principal slave, entrusted with manage-ment 
of the household; her name means "stranger" or "fl ight," Cf. 
Gal. 4:24-25. Given by Sarah, in keeping with the customs of 
her time, to Abraham to produce an heir. 

 • The angel of God. "A Divine Person, since none but He 
could make him [Ishmael] a great nation."1 

 • Abimelech, the King of Gerar, a Philistine potentate who 
"recognizes Abraham's special status and prospers as a 
result."2  He took Sarah into his harem (Ch. 20) as result of 
Abraham's deception, but she was restored to her husband 
through God's intervention. Abimelech gave Abraham 
valuable gifts, while rebuking him for lying.  

 • Phicol, commander-in-chief of the Philistine army. 
 

4. The Promise to Sarah fulfilled at last 
 • The birth of Isaac was a miracle of the very difficult and the 

seemingly impossible actually happening! 
 ¥ "Despite seemingly insurmountable obstacles (in-cluding 

Abimelech's abduction of Sarah in the previous chapter), 
things have gone according to plan."3 

 

5. The expulsion of Ishmael and Hagar 
 ¥ Ishmael was mocking Isaac, possibly laughing at his name, 

treating him with contempt as his younger brother, and/or 

                                         
1Online Bible, by Kay Hall. 
2The Jewish Study Bible, page 45. 
3The Jewish Study Bible, page 44. 

boasting that the inheritance belonged to him.  Cf. Gal. 4:29.4

     
¥ The jealousy that had long separated Sarah from Hagar 

came to a breaking point at the celebration of the weaning of 
Isaac.  

 ¥ Vs. 10, "That slave woman and her son." "Sarah . . . indi-
cates the depth of her contempt" [by refusing to use their 
proper names].5 Very derisive. 

 "When Abraham accepted Ishmael as his son, it gave Ish-
mael the right to inherit part of what Abraham owned. But 
slaves who were given their freedom lost the right to inherit 
such property."6 

 ¥ "Separation was instituted [by God] in order that  a chosen 
people might become what they were designated to beÑ  a 
blessing."7 

 

6. Abraham's distress 
 ¥ "It grieved him that Sarah insisted upon such a 

punishment."8 
 ¥ "Listen to Sarah," says God. "She spoke under a spirit of 

prophecy . . . so Abraham is bid to listen to her and do 
accordingly. . . ."9 

 ¥ About the same age as Isaac would be in Gen. 22. Now 
Abraham is losing a loved son (and will do so again). 

 ¥ God comforts him with Promises for both sons! 
 

7. Hagar's distress 
 ¥ Ishmael was certainly age 13, possibly as old as 17. 
 ¥ Hagar was sent away with a bill of divorce, "dismissing her 

not only from his house, but as his wife."10 
 Both mother and son were dying from thirst. Hagar left him 

alone, ". . . she could not bear to hear his dying groans."11 
 ¥ God has great mercy on this despised Egyptian slave 

woman; God heard her crying, cf. Psalm 102:17. 
 

8. Abraham's peace treaty with Abimelech 
 ¥ "Abraham acquires rights to wells he has dug." The focus 

has shifted from the Promised Son to the Promised Land.12 
 ¥ ". . . seeing Abraham a worshipper of the true God, [Abim-

elech and Phicol] . . .  require him to swear by God that he 
would not deal falsely with them or their posterity."13 

 

9. New Testament Echoes.  See Hebrews 11:11. 
 • Hagar is mentioned by Paul in Galatians 4:22-30 in what he 

describes as an allegory. There she represents slavery in 
opposition to the freedom found in Christ and represented by 
"the son of the free woman"Ñ Isaac. 

                                         
4Online Bible, by Kay Hall. 
5The Jewish Study Bible, page 44. 
6Word In Life Bible, page 41. 
7The Bethel Series: Old Testament, page 38.. 
8Online Bible, by Kay Hall. 
9Online Bible, by Kay Hall. 
10Online Bible, by Kay Hall. 
11Online Bible, by Kay Hall. 
12The Jewish Study Bible, page 45. 
13Online Bible, by Kay Hall. 
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 ¥ Vs. 12. "The Bible distinguishes a twofold seed of Abra-
ham. . . . Paul, in interpreting these words speaks of Isaac as a 
child of promise . . . a child born by a supernatural opera-tion 
of God." Cf. Rom. 9:8; Gal. 3:16, 29.14 

 
 

QUESTIONS TO USE IN GROUP 15 
OR INDIVIDUAL STUDY  

 

Passage: Genesis 21 
_ 

LAUNCHING   
 (use no more than one of these group warm-ups) 
 

1. "What does your name mean [if you know]? 
Why was it given to you?"16 

 

2. "When forced to do what you do not want to 
do Ñ  like saying good-bye or breaking up Ñ  
what motivates you to do it, any way?"17 

 

3. When you were growing up, did you have an 
older sibling who teased you or otherwise "got 
under your skin"? What happened? [Optional: 
Has this been resolved? How?] 

 
 

UNDERSTANDING Genesis 21 
 

1. Read the chapter aloud, using The Message or 
other contemporary Bible chronicle. 

 

2. As a group, chart the emotional up's and 
down's in the story, e.g., "the great feast" (vs. 
8) was up, "she began to sob" (vs. 16) is, of 
course, a down.  What other feelings are 
portrayed or implied in this chapter? 

 

3. Identify God's interventions, both open and 
hidden, which show His Providence at work. 

 

4. "What does this story reveal about: 
  ¥ God's patience? 
  ¥ God's faithfulness? 
  ¥ Abraham's obedience? 
  ¥ Sarah's joyful serendipity?"18 
 

5. What do you think were God's purposes in 
rejecting Ishmael (and Hagar) and choosing 
Isaac? "Is God cruel? Arbitrary? Gracious? 
Sovereign?"19 

 

6. What does this narrative teach us about Abra-
ham's marital relationships, interactions with his 
family and others? To what extent was a proper 

                                         
14Systematic Theology, by L. Berkhof, page 274. 
15Leader should duplicate page 2 for easier application by group members; pass 
out pencils to those who need them. 
16Serendipity Bible for Groups, page 62. 
17Serendipity Bible for Groups, page 63. 
18Serendipity Bible for Groups, page 62. 
19Serendipity Bible for Groups, page 63. 

relationship with his wife (for those days) 
possibly amiss?             

 
 7. How surprised are you at the extra-

ordinary blessings of God that were showered 
on Ishmael, an outcast, an outsider (half 
Egyptian, son of a slave)? What might God be 
saying through this account? 

 
 

MUSING on Genesis 21 
 

1. When I consider this Genesis narrative of 
grace, as I think about myself I feel most like 
the person I've checked. Check ( )  what fits 
you best right now; share if you wish. 

___ A. SARAH: Afraid; furious; "I'm losing control of 
the situation." 

___ B. ABRAHAM: Torn between various allegiances, 
for example, work vs. family. 

___ C. HAGAR: Caught in a desperate situation, a dead-
end with no relief in sight. 

___ D. ISHMAEL: Rejected by a parent; "I  don't feel like 
I fit in this family." 

___ E. ISAAC: An innocent bystander; "I don't 
understand what's going on around me." 

___ F. ABIMELECH: Suspicious of what others may do 
to me; "Sometimes I feel I  am being victimized." 

___ G. None of these fit my situation right now. 
___ H. Other: _______________________________ 
__ 

2. What might have to happen in your life in 
order to "set things right" in terms of your 
relationships with family members? Business 
associates? Neighbors? How much work will 
it take? 

 

3. When God tells you, "Do not be so dis-
tressed" (vs. 12), what is your usual 
immediate reaction?  And later? 

 
 

FURTHER MUSING (on your own) 
 

¥ "Who could believe that Abraham would have 
a son at 100 years of ageÑ and live to raise him 
to adulthood? But doing the impossible is every-
day business for God. Our big problems won't 
seem so impossible if we let God handle 
them."20     Luke 18:27:  Jesus replied, "What is 
impossible with men is possible with God."  
 
 

Your feedback on the content or application of this study 
is always welcome; reach Dan at  NananDrDan@aol.com  
 

                                         
20Life Application Study Bible, page 39. 


