When Faith Fades Away (Genesis 16:1-16; 19/4/09)
Introduction

Have you ever felt let down by someone? There was a famous TV detective series in the UK called Morse. He loved opera and classical music. One day he had the chance of listening to a soprano singing in Verona, and he thought she was wonderful. But then he had to investigate a case involving her, and he disovered another side to her character. She might have been beautiful on-stage, but off-stage she was selfish, bossy and proud. Morse was deeply disappointed. 

Have you ever admired someone? You’ve trusted them, perhaps? You’ve thought it would be good to emulate them? And then they do something that is wrong. You are deeply disappointed. “Why did they do that?” you ask. 

I feel like this about Abram (and Sarai) when I come to chapter 16. For the last three chapters Abram has been such a great example of faith. He let his nephew Lot have first choice of the land before them, trusting the LORD’s promise of land (13); he rescued Lot from the four kings who have captured him, and refused to accept anything from the king of Sodom, trusting the LORD to provide for him (14); he believed the LORD’s promise of descendents as many as the stars in the heavens, and the LORD credited it to him as righteousness (15). Now we come to chapter 16 and we find a very different picture: weakness, lack of faith, inactivity, even cruelty. Can this be the same person?

It’s a sober reminder that, while it is good to be inspired by the faith and example of Christians, ‘the best of men are men at best’. There is only one person who will never let you down and never disappoint: the Lord Jesus Christ. Make sure your faith is fixed on him! Don’t make an idol of anyone else. The real hero of the bible is God himself.

But we can learn from the mistakes and failings of others. What can we learn from this passage to apply to our lives today? Let’s consider:

1) The Solution without Faith (v1-4)

Ten years in Canaan have passed by, and still there’s no sign of a child, despite God’s promise. Maybe Abram had kept reassuring Sarai of God’s promise, but now her patience and faith run out. She dreanms up a plan involving her Egyptian maidservant, Hagar. (We’re reminded of their visit to Egypt, when Abram’s faith in God’s protection wavered and he lied about Sarai to protect himself.) She begins: The LORD has kept me from having children.Go, sleep with my maidservant; perhaps I can build a family through her (v2). Hagar is the first biblical example of a surrogate mother. It’s a ‘human solution’ to their problem. How does Abram respond: “No, Sarai. I’m sure this is not what God wants us to do!”? “Let’s seek the LORD’s guidance.”? No! He just goes along with the plan (c.f. Adam and Eve) and takes Hagar as his second wife. Clearly this is a faithless plan. Instead of trusting the LORD with all their heart, they become wise in their own eyes (Proverbs 3:5).
This pattern can be seen time and again. When the LORD brings the children of Israel out of Egypt, they eventually arrive at Mount Sinai. Moses ascends the mountain while the people wait below. The people tire of waiting, and pressure Aaron to make us gods who will go before us; and Aaron makes a golden calf who the people begin to worship. They stop trusting, try their own ideas, and it leads to sin.
God is not recommending that a man takes more than one wife. Jesus is clear that from the beginning it was God’s plan for marriage to be for one man to be united to his wife (Mt 19:5). Pastors are to set an example by being the husband of but one wife (1 Tim 3:2). The patriarchs and David are not good examples here. The bible so often shows the mess and misery that polygamy makes. We can be tempted to bring about God’s plan through our own efforts? Whoever saves his life will lose it. ‘Yes, but you must put myself first!’ The gospel is the power of God to all those who believe. ‘Yes, but we need meetings with extra entertainment if the church is going to grow’. You eagerly desire your relatives to become Christians, but perhaps you pester them rather than pray and trust God’s Spirit to work in them. It is mine to avange; I will repay (Romans 12:19) – but you’re tempted to get in your personal revenge against that person too, rather than leave room for Gods’ wrath (Romans 12:19).
2) The Sorrows that Flow (v4-6)

Hagar conceives, but the plan begins to back-fire. Look at the results! Hagar despises Sarai. Sarai blames Abram for her suffering: You are responsible. She calls on the LORD to judge between you and me. (her ‘solution’ was without reference to God; her suffering demands God’s intervention.) Abram displays shameful irresponsibility, trying to wash his hands of the problem. Sarai is free to ill-treat Hagar – perhaps verbally and physically. Hagar runs away from home into the desert. Everybody suffers! Who is to blame? These sorrowful consequences flow from attitudes and actions that fail to acknowledge God’s way, to trust him or submit to him. They are the result of faithless ‘human solutions’. Things become worse, not better. There is a way that seems right to man, but the end leads in death (
In Australia in the 1950’s there was a problem: the sugar cane crops were being destroyed by beetles. The solution was to introduce toads from South America. The plan was that the toads would eat the beetles and save the crops. But the toads couldn’t reach the beetles at the top of the stalks! However, they were very good at adapting to their new environment, bred rapidly and, without a natural predator, became pests in themelves. Recently there had to be a cull because the problem was so great. The solution had back-fired badly, with consequences. 
Do you ever look at the problems of society and suffering in the world and ask why it’s all happening? Father’s refuse to take responsibility for their families. We have tension in family life, leading to family break-up – physical and sexual abuse, running away from home, divorce and desertion. Sometimes there is violence. Everybody suffers. “Where is God in all this?” people ask, as though he is to blame. God’s Word is clear: where people suppress the truth about him and fail to obey and thank him, there are serious consequences. He gives people over to a depraved mind, and the results are envy, murder, strife deceit and malice (Romans 1:18, 21, 29). I know it may sound simplistic, but so much suffering and break-up in society is caused by a turning away from God’s commands regarding marriage, the family and the responsibility to love your neighbour as yourself. It is because of this that people suffer.
3) The Seeker who Finds (v7-14)

What about Hagar? Abram has washed his hands of her. Sarai has persecuted her. She’s pregnant and alone in the desert, a long way from home (Egypt). She’s not completely innocent, but ‘more sinned against than sinning’. Who comes searching for her? The angel of the LORD. He knows who she is, and asks: Where have you come from and where are you going? – an invitation for her to talk to him. He tells her to return to Sarai, and gives her a promise of many descendents through the son she will bear. She’s to call him Ishmael – ‘God hears’ – and he’ll be a hostile man. But what does Hagar learn about God through her suffering and loneliness? She discovers that God hears her (Ishmael) and God sees her: I have now seen the One who sees me. Isn’t that wonderful? And who is this angel of the LORD? He is identified with the LORD himself (v13) – the messenger from God who is God. From the vantage point of the NT we can understand that this is the Son of God – seeking and finding Hagar in her suffering. 
Philip Yancy writes about Dr Paul Brand. He and his wife worked among leprosy sufferers in India. One man they cared for was Sadan, who told of a life of painful rejection because of his illness. But the Brands received and treated him. “Still, I must say that I am now happy that I had this disease…Apart from leprosy, I would have been a normal man, chasing wealth and a higher position in society. I would never have known such wonderful people as Dr Paul and Dr Margaret, and I would never have known the God who lives in them.” (Soul Survivor, p81). Through his suffering Sadan had come to know the Lord.
The same can be true for you. If everything goes well in life, you might continue without a thought of God and your need of him. But through pain or sorrow or trials you may find that the Lord is seeking you. Jesus came to seek and to save that which was lost. Without a relationship with him you are lost, no matter how ‘successful’ you may be. Perhaps you are here this morning because of some suffering in your life. Perhaps, in the midst of it, the Lord Jesus Christ is seeking you. You’re beginning to discover that he is real. He sees you; he hears you as you begin to cry out to him for mercy and grace. Like Hagar, you can begin to say: I have seen the One who sees me. Jesus seeks and finds.
Conclusion (v15-16)

So Hagar returns to Abram and Sarai, in obedience to the LORD. There she discovers that God’s promise begins to come true. She has a son – it could have been a girl! - and he is called Ishmael – ‘God hears’. Every time she called his name, she would be reminded of that day the LORD came to find her, showed her his compassion and gave her his promise. She would remember that God is personal – he hears and sees – not like the gods of Egypt. She would realise that God is powerful – able to fulfil what he has promised. 

The LORD is faithful to all his promises

And loving towards all he has made.

The LORD upholds all those who fall

And lifts up all who are bowed down.

(Psalm 145:13-14)

He is the same today. And I would urge you this morning to stop walking through this life according to your own wisdom, but to

Trust in the LORD with all your heart

And lean not on your own understanding

In all your ways acknowledge him

And he will make your paths straight

Do not be wise in your own eyes;

Fear the LORD and shun evil

(Proverbs 3:5-7)

