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 As we move to the Reading of Scripture, just a quick side-bar for those who haven’t 
been here the last few weeks.  This summer, we are re-reading and reflecting on Family 
Conflict in the Bible.   There’s a lot of it, right?   And we are living in a very conflicted 
time in the history of this country, and the world I dare say.  So let’s take some time to 
consider the rivalry among families in the Bible and see if we can figure out what God is 
trying to tell us.    
 
Because ultimately, the Scriptures are God’s lesson plan for us.  And there are no cheat 
sheets/Cliff notes really.  We just have to open ourselves to the Holy Spirit, asking 
always to see with clarity and be led with the Wisdom of God to faithful understandings.    
 
I told someone last Sunday that today I would be talking about Isaac and Ishmael but 
wouldn’t you know…I can’t talk about those two without first talking about their mothers.   
Sarai and Hagar.  Sometimes, it does all seem to start with the Moms.    
 
But then I couldn’t really make sense of the conflict between those 2 Matriarchs without 
digging into the Covenant of God to Abram and his family  Because, in truth, it does 
actually all start with God.   Right?    
 
Let’s remember that God comes face to face with this man Abram 3 different times in 
Genesis.  (Gen. 12, 15, 22)   Each time God describes a plan to bring hope and 
blessing to the whole world through the descendants of Abram who will be as numerous 
as the stars in the sky and the grains of sand on the seashore.    This morning, I’m 
going to read the first time Abram hears this plan in Gen. 12: 1 – 4.   Using the New 
English Version of the Bible.   (For those who keep track of this sort of thing, Abram was 
the son of his father Terah who was the 7th generation descendant of Shem, believed to 
be Noah’s oldest son.)   OK…no more footnotes. 
 
Scripture        Genesis 12: 1 – 4 and Genesis 16  New English Version 

12 Now the LORD said[a] to Abram,[b] 

“Go out[c] from your country, your relatives, and your father’s household 

to the land that I will show you.[d] 
2 Then I will make you[e] into a great nation, and I will bless you,[f] 

and I will make your name great,[g] 

so that you will exemplify divine blessing.[h] 
3 I will bless those who bless you,[i] 

but the one who treats you lightly[j] I must curse, 

so that all the families of the earth may receive blessing[k] through you.” 
4 So Abram left,[l] just as the LORD had told him to do,[m] and Lot went with him. 

(Now[n] Abram was 75 years old[o] when he departed from Haran.) 
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How many of you have ever said, ‘Gee, I wish God would be a little more detailed and 
clear about what I’m supposed to do’?  I know I have wished that when living with 
uncertainty or too many options or general confusion.   
 
The Bible, though, seems to be saying that even when God is very specific and talks 
directly to people like Adam and Eve and Noah and Abram and Moses…they still get 
confused and aren’t sure what to do.   The confusion becomes even more apparent 
when families are involved.    
 
Sarai, Abrams’ wife,  certainly knew what God had said about Abram fathering a great 
nation.   But God didn’t say anything to Sarai being the mother of that nation.   She was 
childless and getting older and perhaps feeling that God should get on with the business 
at hand because she and Abram had done what God wanted and 10 years had passed 
with no sign of this great nation to come.   So Sarai, in the absence of her concept of  
specific and detailed instructions, took matters into her own hands.  Thinking that 
maybe she could move this Nation building project a little further down the road. 
 

I know this from reading Genesis 16    So after Abram had lived[i] in Canaan for ten years, 

16 Now Sarai,[a] Abram’s wife, had not given birth to any children,[b] but she had an 

Egyptian servant[c] named Hagar.[d] 2 So Sarai said to Abram, “Since[e] the LORD has 

prevented me from having children, please sleep with[f] my servant. Perhaps I can have a 

family by her.”[g] Sarai, Abram’s wife, gave Hagar, her Egyptian servant,[j] to her husband 

to be his wife.[k] 4 Abram did what[h] Sarai told him.   3 So after Abram had lived[i] in Canaan for 

ten years, Sarai, Abram’s wife, gave Hagar, her Egyptian servant,[j] to her husband to be his wife.[k] 4 He 

slept with[l] Hagar, and she became pregnant.[m]  

That kind of sounds like maybe a good thing?   Hagar will have the baby.  Sarai and 
Abram will take the baby and raise it as their own?  God’s mighty nation will be built as 
God said.  But…  What?  Really?   Maybe moving babies from one mother to another 
was common practice back in the day but who of us mothers would go along with that 
plan?  Well, certainly not Hagar.   Reading on:   

Once Hagar realized she was pregnant…..she despised Sarai.[n]  

As one commentator wrote…Hagar got uppity.   She may have been a servant but she 
had hit the jackpot and gotten a promotion to wife with the first born child.   And she 
wasn’t receiving that gift with any false humility.  She had no intention of either letting go 
of that baby or of remaining ‘less than’ in that family system.   No way.   Not her style. 

And that’s when this particular family conflict escalated out of all bounds.  Which was 
quite contrary to God’s intention that this family, Abram’s family,  would be a blessing so 
that all the nations of the earth would receive blessing through them.  Nope, they went 
into full scale domestic warfare.   Here’s what happened next:    
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5 Then Sarai said to Abram, “You (watch the finger) have brought this wrong on me![o] I 

gave my servant into your embrace,[p] but when she realized[q] that she was pregnant, she 

despised me.[r] May the LORD judge between you and me!”[s] 

Charming, right? Do you hear Sarai blaming Abram for Hagar’s quote/unquote ‘bad 
behavior’?  She’s as good as saying to Abram…’God’ll get you for this’ without even a 
thimble-full of self-awareness  that she, Sarai, was the one who got the wheels turning 
for this particular train-wreck. 

Abram, apparently, wanted nothing to do with it all.  Maybe he thought he knew better 
than to step in between 2 warring women.   He simply said:   

6 Abram said to Sarai, “Since your[t] servant is under your authority,[u] do to her whatever you 

think best.”[v]  

What do you suppose Sarai did?  Some of you know this story already.  It wasn’t pretty.    

Then Sarai treated Hagar[w] harshly,[x] pause…..so Hagar ran away from Sarai. 

Pregnant with Abraham’s first born, Ishmael, she ran away.   An Egyptian woman, far 
from her birth family and community.   Indentured and impregnated, perhaps against her 
will?  She ran away into the wilderness.   How does all of that play out in God’s 
covenant to make Abram the Father of a Nation that will be a blessing to all nations?    

Covenant Confusion I call it because quite frankly, this is a really confusing episode in 
the life of God’s people.  We know and trust that God has something in mind for Abram.   
But at this point, who can tell?  With 2 women fighting over a baby?  With Hagar fleeing 
an abusive family system.   With Sarai left with the consequences of her interference 
and meanness.   And Abram…I bet he went off to camp or somewhere to get away from 
all the drama.   
But as John Lennon said…’if it’s not OK, it’s not the end.’  There is more to come.            
Even when someone in a family tries to take over for God and run the show.             
Even when people in a family treat each other horribly.                                                   
Even when people in a family run away, God does not stop watching and waiting and 
intervening with those who will pause and listen. And that is true of family conflict for us 
just as it was for Abram and Sarai and Hagar.   
 

Concern has been expressed about an up-tick in domestic violence during this 
pandemic.  In some places, the Caring House type shelters are stretched to the limit 
with calls for help from family members who are living under brutal and violent 
circumstances.  
There is also concern that the numbers of child abuse reports have decreased during 
the pandemic because children have been kept home and the mandatory reporters, 
teachers and day care workers and ministers aren’t as involved in the lives of children 
as they used to be.  Where kids could ask other adults for help with tough situations at 
home.  
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Family conflicts used to be hidden. Secret.  Skeletons in the closet.   But now a days, 
we know such things happen and there are resources…and always, there is God.   
Whatever harshness and conflict there may be in our families, I assure you that God is 
a real and present source of comfort, working for peace and love and reconciliation.  
God is also working through those of us who have eyes to see and ears to hear the 
sometimes silent and almost invisible clues and hints that someone is suffering in their 
own home and family situation.    
 
If at any time, you have a concern about a friend or neighbor or family member being 
treated badly, I hope and pray that you would come and talk with me about it.  The UM 
church has provided me with a variety of special training to assist in such cases.  Not 
that I’m an expert. Not that I’m ‘credentialed’ to solve these types of problems but I do 
know how to listen.  I do know what resources are available.  And I do know how to pray 
for God’s wisdom and intervention… 
And I do know that sharing God’s love includes sitting with those who hunger for safe 
shelter and encouragement.   
That’s part of the covenant blessing that God wants all of us to share with each other.  
 
In a few minutes, during the Communion liturgy we are going to be asked to remember 
the blood of the New Covenant that Jesus offers us.   His is a covenant of forgiveness, 
peace and reconciliation.  Not to replace the previous Covenants that God made with 
Noah and Moses and Abraham…Christ’s new Covenant is to fulfill the intention of God 
that we would all be blessed and become a blessing to the nations and the families of 
all nations.   
 
I want to close this time of story-telling and preaching with the next verses in this tragic 
tale of Sarai and Hagar’s rivalry.  Hear how God intervenes and how Hagar responds to 
the promise that God makes to her and her son Ishmael.      

   7 The angel of the LORD[z] found Hagar near a spring of water in the wilderness—the 

spring that is along the road to Shur.[aa] 8 He said, “Hagar, servant of Sarai, where have you 

come from, and where are you going?” She replied, “I’m running away from[ab] my 

mistress, Sarai.” 
9 Then the angel of the LORD said to her, “Return to your mistress and submit[ac] to her 

authority. 

In other words…Behave yourself and trust that it will be better from now on. The angel 
of the Lord goes on to say on God’s behalf:   
10 I will greatly multiply your descendants,” the angel of the LORD added,[ad] “so that they will be too 

numerous to count.”[ae] 11 Then the angel of the LORD said to her, 

“You are now[af] pregnant and are about to give birth[ag] to a son. 

You are to name him Ishmael,[ah] for the LORD has heard your painful groans.[ai] 
12 He will live a solitary existence in the desert, away from society, strong and capable 

and roaming free as you would have him.   
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He will be in conflict with those who live in communities                                                                

and everyone will be against him.[al]   He will live away from[am] his brothers.” 
13 So Hagar named the LORD who spoke to her, “You are the God who sees me,”[an] 

for she said, “Here I have seen one who sees me!”[ao] 14 
That is why the well was called[ap] Beer Lahai 

Roi.[aq] (It is located[ar] between Kadesh and Bered.) 

15 So Hagar gave birth to Abram’s son, whom Abram named Ishmael.[as] 16 (Now[at] Abram 

was 86 years old[au] when Hagar gave birth to Ishmael…to whom God had made promises 

as well.)[av] 

Covenant Confusion indeed…Hagar and Abram have BOTH heard from God in person.   
Sarai didn’t.  Come back or listen in next week to hear more about how this Covenant 
Confusion  plays out in the next Generation between Ishmael and his half-brother, 
Isaac.   And down through to modern day history.   It’s a story for the ages that just 
seems to go on and on and on.   Praise be to God from whom all blessings flow.  

Prayer  Holy Jesus, we give thanks for the many ways in which you make yourself 
present to us…especially in this time Sacred and Holy Communion.  
We pray this day for our country that it may continue to grow and become the land of 
liberty and freedom and justice for all, here and now and always.  
We pray for our families who struggle with conflict and grief.  Our families who celebrate 
and rejoice and laugh abundantly with each other.  
We pray for your church in all of its many forms that we may truly be a light for the world 
as your disciples.  In Your name we pray.   Amen.  
 
Benediction –  Pastor Geri        
Remember: 
A mess could be a message from God.  
A mistake could be a chance for a re-take. 
A kerfuffle could be God’s way of offering you a re-shuffle.  
A slip up could be a step up to something that you might have otherwise missed.  
Be the person God made you to be  

and let who you are be a blessing of peace and love and hope 
 in the world with everyone you meet.   Amen.  
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