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or given to others. 

 
SERIES II 

 
 

THE PENTATEUCH 
 
 

Lesson 4  Commentary  Genesis 16 – 21:21 
Lesson 5  Questions        Genesis 21:22 – 25:18 

 
 

ABRAHAM’S SONS, COVENANT OF  
CIRCUMCISION, LOT’S DESCENDANTS 

Genesis 16-21:21 
 
 

INTRODUCTION 
 
 The Bible is a story of God’s relationship with 
a People. We have looked at the process of the 
chosen People’s remembering their history and 
passing it down around the campfires and early 
homes—teaching it to their children: finally col-
lecting written accounts of it, editing and develop-
ing it later into one account, such as the present 
book of Genesis. An interesting aside to this pro-
cess is that writing first began in Egypt in 3500 
B.C. on papyrus, and in Sumeria (on clay tab-
lets—Egypt used a reed papyrus) around 3100 
B.C. Our hero Abraham, arrived in Canaan 
around 1850 B.C. so there may have been written 
records among the Hebrews very early. Abraham 
lived both in Sumeria and Egypt. 
 
 Today, I’d like to speak a little about the Di-
vine process of that writing—the Divine Author. 
Someone has called this book a love letter from 
God. Someone who loves; is seeking what He has 
lost; a shepherd seeking His lost sheep; a Father 
trying to heal what is broken and wounded in His 
sons and daughters. But more, it is a self-
revelation, inviting an exchange of love. Each of 

us is one of those; this letter of God is written to 
each of us. 
 
 The whole Old Testament people and events 
are patterns and types, signs, or prefigures of later 
realities, particularly of the one person named Je-
sus, the Messiah promised to the Jews—who 
brings the whole history of His people to a culmi-
nation in Himself. 
 
1. As only God, the Divine Author, could, He 

points to a person or event two thousand years 
earlier, referring to one later in history. For 
example, Isaac in the testing of Abraham, is a 
type of Jesus going to be sacrificed in obedi-
ence to God; Joseph, his grandson, is a type of 
Jesus, sold by his brothers, hunted by Herod, 
fleeing to Egypt. The Passover Lamb is a 
strong type of Jesus. 

 
2. These people and events of the Old Testament 

are our story, too. Our individual lives go 
through the same process as the Israelites did 
in finding a personal relationship with God, in 
finally growing in knowledge and love of 
God. Everyone is called as the first father of 
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Faith, Abraham, was—to leave a place, to 
begin a journey, to a land that God shows. 
Moses was called, the prophets, Mary, Joseph, 
all were called. We can find our own stories 
and light for our lives from the Bible stories of 
these faith ancestors. 

 
3. The Divine Author does all this through two 

ways: Inspiration (see 2 Timothy 3:15-17), or 
directly through revelation of a mystery or 
truth. 

 
I. THE PARALLEL STORIES OF ABRAM, 
HAGAR, AND ISHMAEL (Genesis 16:1-16, 
21:9-21) 
 
 The Birth of Ishmael (Genesis 16:1-16, 
21:9-21) 
 
 This account of the slave-girl is a Yahwist ac-
count, an early and colorful source. When we read 
it, we see a culture quite different from our Chris-
tian morals. The Mesopotamian background of 
Abraham allowed this custom—it is found in the 
Babylonian Code of Hammurabi. A man whose 
wife was unable to bear children, in view of 
providing an heir was allowed to take a second 
wife. She was not a full-fledged wife, but one to 
fill a need. The child was considered the son of 
the true wife and the slave girl relinquished all 
claim. She could be reduced to slavery again, but 
not sold. 
 
 When Hagar showed disdain for Sarah, Sarah 
invoked Hagar's reduction to slavery and ran to 
Abraham and blamed him! “You are responsible 
for this outrage against me!” (It was Sarah who 
asked Abraham for this solution!) Poor Abraham 
gave her permission to do whatever she pleased 
about it. And Sarah abused Hagar so much that 
the girl ran away. 
 
 Here, the divine pity, a tender touch, comes in. 
“The Lord’s messenger found her in the wilder-
ness” and gave her assurances and promises about 
her child, a boy to be named Ishmael—“God 
hears.” An old tradition names a well in the area 

after Hagar’s wonderment that she didn’t die upon 
seeing God! 
 
 The inclusion of this story shows a recognition 
that the Ishmaelites, too, were Abraham’s de-
scendants, though pagans. God here gave Ishmael 
honor, in deference to Abraham, though without 
regard to the promise to Sarah’s child. 
 
 The parallel story in Genesis 21:9-21 seems to 
be an Elohist original source—one which usually 
used the word “El” for God—an early Canaanite 
word. Here, Isaac is already born and is playing 
with Ishmael. Later, when Abraham dies, the two 
of them together bury their father in Hebron. In 
Galatians 4:21-31, Paul shows that the Jews of his 
day, by preferring the Old Law over the Good 
News of Jesus, became the children of Hagar, a 
slave, not Sarah. 
 
II. THE COVENANT STORIES, SARAH 
(Genesis 17:1-27) 
 
 A. Moral Rectitude (Genesis 17:1-2, 15-
16). In Genesis 15, God had spoken to Abraham 
and promised a son through Sarah, many de-
scendants and land, and had celebrated a covenant 
ritual with him. In Chapter 17, he adds a change 
of name for both Abraham and Sarah, indicating a 
change of destiny. Though the meaning does not 
change, the change for Abraham adds the idea of 
“nations” to fathers; for Sarah, the meaning, prin-
cess, adds the idea of mother of kings. God asks: 
 
1. Moral rectitude 
2. Fidelity 
3. A ritual to be observed. 
 
 God’s first words are a little gem for all who 
love Him: 
 
 “Walk in my presence and be blameless.” 
 
 These two commands call for a close friend-
ship, a living remembrance of God, and a moral 
rectitude producing a true image of God on earth. 
Future Jews developed a rhythm of prayer seven 
times a day to keep God in mind, and they do this 
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today; so do the Moslems, who also keep the Jew-
ish Law. Christians continued the practice and it 
has developed into the “Divine Office”—the 
“Hours of the Day” which is said by priests, 
monks and religious men and women. It is becom-
ing common again in lay people, as it was in the 
Middle Ages, “the Ages of Faith.” 
 
 The little sentence: “Walk in my presence and 
be blameless” gives two aspects of growing in the 
spiritual life, the Christian life. We can not do one 
without doing the other. Unless we contact God in 
prayer, which means be with Him daily, listening 
to His words, we can hardly be blameless, which 
means what Jesus asked: “Be perfect, as your 
heavenly Father is perfect.” If we walk with God 
daily, we have wisdom and strength to live His 
Will, to be blameless. 
 
 B. “My Covenant with you… ” God asked 
of Abraham in this covenant total allegiance; un-
qualified commitment. Our parents made a com-
mitment for us at our baptism, but for themselves, 
too: to teach their children to know and love God 
and to serve Him, as they themselves do. (See 
Deuteronomy 6:4-7.) Each of us has to ratify this 
as we become independent of our parents. 
 
 Last year, we studied the meaning of cove-
nant, in connection with John 6, when Jesus, with 
the cup of wine, said, “This is my blood, the blood 
of the New Covenant.” The Last Supper scene 
recalls Genesis 15, when God and Abraham sol-
emnly performed the ritual of a desert covenant, 
using the blood of animals in proof of their alle-
giance to their word: “May this happen to me if I 
do not keep faithful to my word to you.” Today, 
we use the term, “a marriage covenant” in an ef-
fort to express, not just a contract but a faithful 
word to each other, a total allegiance and fidelity. 
 
 C. The Rite of Circumcision (Genesis 
17:9-14, 23-27). Circumcision was an original 
rite associated with the coming of age for males in 
Egyptian and Near Western lands. Here it reminds 
God of His covenant, as the rainbow did, and re-
minds man of the obligations of belonging to the 

chosen people. It was understood best after the 
Exile and intermingling with pagans. African 
tribes still have such rites. 
 
 God however, ordered Abraham to perform 
the rite soon after the birth of a male child. It em-
phasized that the child was committed to God; a 
sign of the Covenant with God. Not to be circum-
cized meant that he did not belong to the Israelite 
people; he was to be cast out. It came to mean, as 
our infant Baptism does, an official entrance into 
the People of God. 
 
III. THREE VISITORS, A SARAH PARAL-
LEL, AND A STORY OF EVIL CITIES (Gen-
esis 18 and 19) 
 
 A. Abraham Receives Visitors (Genesis 
18:1-8). One day, sitting in the shade of his tree 
by the tent at Mamre, Abraham saw three men 
standing nearby. He had not seen them approach, 
but he “ran to greet them, bowing to the ground.” 
This was desert hospitality. 

In the desert no man can live alone, so that not 
only did this fact lead to very close family and 
tribal bond, but it made hospitality a necessity. 
The guest was received with honor and wined 
and dined, and a sacredness surrounded his 
person, so that he was immune from attack on 
his person for three days… (NAB 
Dict/Concordance). 

 Abraham himself served them a tender steer, 
rolls, and curds and milk. 
 
 B. Sarah in the Tent (Genesis 18:9-15). 
The three men pointedly asked Abraham: “Where 
is your wife?” and one of them mentioned return-
ing next year, when Sarah will have a son. Here, a 
delightful human touch comes. Sarah was listen-
ing, just behind him in the tent. She laughed aloud 
at the idea. This was not a lack of faith, for, in this 
story, Sarah did not know who these men were. 
But “The Lord heard Sarah! Why did Sarah 
laugh? Is anything too marvelous for the Lord to 
do?” Here, there must have been some indication 
who they were, for Sarah was suddenly afraid, 
and here follows another delightful humor: “I 
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didn’t laugh!” she said. “But,” he said, “Yes, you 
did!” Doesn’t this first story of a miraculous birth, 
announced also by an angel, foreshadow others? 
 
 
APPLICATION 
 
 Sarah was listening to the message the three 
men brought. We, too, need to listen to the mes-
sage God sends through His Church, through un-
expected circumstance, through others. Do we 
take time to listen to God’s message? 
 
 Another thing we can learn here is that Abra-
ham welcomed those who came to him unexpect-
edly; he listened to their message and accepted it, 
passing it on to Sarah. Do we welcome and spread 
God’s word? 
 
 There is a parallel here with the story of Mar-
tha and Mary. Abraham is the Mary role—
listening to the Lord, receiving Him with loving 
attention. Sarah is the Martha role preparing the 
food, busying herself with action in the event. Yet 
there is a lesson we can learn from Sarah: she  al-
so listened to the message and accepted it. 
 
 C. Abraham intercedes for Sodom and 
Gomorrah (Genesis 18:16-33), Destruction 
(Genesis 19:1-29). Suddenly, the story be-
comes a contrast to the peaceful scene above. The 
man, accompanied by Abraham, walks toward 
Sodom, and the Lord thought about telling Abra-
ham what He was going to do, since he was so 
special to Him. When He does, Abraham begins a 
clever bargaining with God, beginning with five, 
then increasing it to ten, he pleads for mercy if 
first fifty, then on down, just men can be found in 
the city. And God agrees. But at the end, appar-
ently, not even ten men could be found. It is inter-
cessory prayer, and shows Abraham as a compas-
sionate man, though God, here, knows that the 
men of Sodom will reject denying themselves 
(Romans 1:18, 24-27). 
 When the two men reach Sodom (there is am-
biguity all through the story about the number of 
men, but it is significant that here one speaks 

though three came—a little hint of the Trinity  
Jesus would reveal, they come upon Lot at the 
entrance, who receives them as Abraham did (Jer-
emiah 5:1, Ezekiel 22:30, Isaiah 53:4-6). 
 
 The sordid story continues; an ugly story of 
lust and homosexual activity. In it, Lot faces 
breaking the law of hospitality. He chose the less-
er of two evils (in the society) and offered his en-
gaged daughters; but the lust for men victims 
caused the Sodomites to rush upon Lot. The “an-
gels” struck them with a blinding light. Next day, 
the angels rushed the whole family of Lot out, 
having a small argument with Lot about where he 
wanted to go, then the “LORD rained down sul-
phurous fire upon Sodom and Gomorrah.” Abram 
came and saw “smoke over the land rising like 
fumes from a furnace.” Atomic blast? But Lot lost 
his wife, as she looked back. A tradition rose that 
she became one of the strange rocks that cover the 
area—for indecision. 
 
 D. Moabites and Ammonites (Genesis 
19:30-36), Lots Descendants. Now the story 
turns to incest. But it must be remembered that 
continuing the family line was terribly important 
to those early tribes. From Lot's two daughters, 
through him, came two neighbors of the Israelites, 
the Moabites and Ammonites, usually their ene-
mies. Including this story of their origin shows the 
Israelite contempt for them in later history. But in 
it all, Lot was not shown to do any evil; he 
seemed to always be an ordinary man. 
 
 In Genesis 20, the parallel story of Sarah and 
Abimeleck emphasizes his fear of “monstrous 
guilt on me and my nations,” reminding us of the 
great Greek tragedy, Oedipus Rex, looking for a 
culprit when his city kept having disasters, until 
he found, tragically, that it was himself, who had 
unknowingly committed a crime against his own 
father. Again, Abraham interceded and Abimeleck 
was restored to health. We can glean many les-
sons from these moving chapters! 
 In Genesis 21, God and Abraham both fulfill 
their covenant. Isaac is born. Isaac is circumcised. 
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Isaac is the patriarch that passed down the prom- ise.

QUESTIONS FOR LESSON 5 
Genesis 21:22 - 25:18 

 
Day 1  Read the lecture notes. Give one new idea that stands out for you. 
 
 
 
 
Day 2  Read Genesis 22:1-8 
 a. What in this passage reminds you of Christ’s sacrifice? 
 
 
 
 
 b. Read Genesis 22:9-18. Can you recall a sacrifice asked of you—one of which God could say 

to you the words to Abraham in verse 12b? 
 
 
 
 
 c. What did God give, and Abraham gain, by his willingness to sacrifice his son? 
 
 
 
 
 
Day 3  Read Genesis 22:19-24 and 23:1-20. 
 a. Does the first passage (Genesis 22:19-24) say anything significant to you? 
 
 
 
 
 b. Why was it important to Abraham’s descendants that he acquire rights over some land in Ca-

naan? (See footnote on this in the NAB.) 
 
 
 
 
Day 4  Read Genesis 24:1-9. 
 a. What was the condition that would free the servant of his sworn promise? 
 
 
 
 
 b. Why was Abraham unwilling to let Isaac go to Haran? 
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 c. Have you ever faced a situation which would involve a failure in a first call? What is the im-

portance of faith in such a situation? 
 
 
 
 
 d. Read Genesis 24:10-27. What can you learn from the servant’s actions and prayers at the 

well in the town of Nahor? 
 
 
 
 
Day 5  Read Genesis 24:28-61. 
 a. How does the story show Rebekah’s mother and brother’s attitude toward her? 
 
 
 
 
 b. What does the chapter so far show to the servant and us about Rebekah? 
 
 
 
 
Day 6  Read Genesis 24:62-67. 
 a. What is appealing to you in the end of the story? 
 
 
 
 
 b. Read Genesis 25:1-4. From the footnote on this passage what modern and troubled people 

are Abraham’s descendants through Keturah? 
 
 
 
 
 c. Read Genesis 25:6-11. What impression do you receive from these last verses on Abraham 

and Sarah’s life? 
 
 
 
 
 d. What does Abraham mean to you? 


