The Birth of Isaac: Laughter & Tears (Genesis 21:1-21; 7/6/09)

Introduction

Howard’s End, written by E. M. Forster, begins with the rich Wilcox family. Ruth Wicox has a beautiful home in the country, called Howard’s End. The rest of the family – her husband and children – don’t really value it, but a young friend called Margaret does. Ruth Wilcox is dying, but before she dies she writes a letter to her husband beqeathing Howard’s End to her friend Margaret. The rest of the family are furious about this. They decide to burn the letter instead of tellling Margaret all about it. And so the story continues, with its twists and turns. But in the end, Howard’s End becomes Margaret’s home, despite the family’s efforts to stop it. 

E. M. Forster may want to call that Fate. Many people like to refer to Fate today: ‘If something’s going to happen, it’ll happen – it’s fate.’ It’s the idea that there’s some higher, impersonal power that’s directing our fortunes in this life. Sometimes people refer to it Lady Luck.
The bible reveals a different picture. It shows us that God is working out his plans and purposes. Our lives are not in the hands of an impersonal Fate, but a personal and powerful God. His plans cannot be frustrated or spoiled, even if people try their best to foil them. That’s the wonderful thing about being a Christian. You realise that your little life is in the hands of the Almighty God who cares for you, and who has a plan for you. He is taking you through this life, with all its twists and turns, to your heavenly home. That’s what he has promised.
That’s exactly what we see here in this chapter of Genesis. Notice in these verses we have lots of contrasts: a birth (Isaac) and very nearly a death (Ishmael); a celebration and near starvation; laughter and tears. It’s just like life for every one of us – births and deaths, feast and famine, joys and sorrows. But in it all we see that God is working out his plans. He has an end in view.  

What can we learn from God’s Word today?
1) The miracle performed by the power of God (v1-8)

The writer wants to make one thing clear: Isaac is born by the power and promise of the LORD. You can’t miss it! Isaac was born as he had said, according to what he had promised Sarah, and at the very time God had promised Abraham. This refers specifically to the visit recorded in chapter 18: I will surely return about this time next year, and Sarah your wife will have a son (v10). The name Isaac is God’s reminder of that visit, when Sarah laughed in disbelief (18:12). It also refers to when Abraham also laughed at the idea (17:17-19): Will a son be born to a man a hundred years old? Will Sarah bear a child at the age of ninety? But now the laughter of disbelief turns to the laughter of joy (v6). What seemed impossible has come true (v7). What’s the explanation? Sarah knows: God has brought me laughter. Every time they call their son, they’re reminded of God’s grace and power to keep his promises, no matter how impossible they appear. We must do the same!
In the semi-final of Britain’s Got Talent, a little girl called Holly was singing when she forgot her words, and ended up in tears. It was a live show, but one of the judges promised: “Holly, I’m not sure when we’ll do it, but we’ll make time for you to sing again.” All the nation heard that promise. Holly sang again and went through! Tears turned to joy!   
Today we celebrate the Lord’s Supper. Paul’s words remind us of a promise that many people laugh at: For when you eat this bread and drink this cup you proclaim the Lord’s death until he comes (1 Cor 11:26). The world laughs: Where is this ‘coming’ he promised? (2 Peter 3:4). Even Christians sometimes doubt this promise; it seems so unreal. How could it happen? We can’t understand! But we are called to look forward to it by faith, and live in the light of it: making every effort to be found spotless, blameless and at peace with him (2 Peter 3:14). When that day of the Lord comes it will be abundantly clear that it’s his doing. When he creates a new heaven and a new earth (3:13) all God’s redeemed children will laugh with joy; the prophecy of Isaiah will be fulfilled finally: everlasting joy will crown their heads. Gladness and joy will overtake them, and sorrow and sighing will flee away (35:10). Our present sufferings are not worth comparing with the glory that will be revealed in us (Rom 8:18). God promises that one day, faith will give way to sight!
2) The mockery shown by the son of a slave (v9-14)
Ishmael, the son born to Abraham through Hagar, is around 14 years older than Isaac. During the great feast in Isaac’s honour, Sarah sees Ishmael mocking her son. She sees Ishmael’s attitude as undermining Isaac’s status as the rightful heir to Abaraham. That’s why she says: Get rid of that slave woman and her son…(v10). Abraham is very angry (not just very distressed) at this, because he loves Ishmael, but the LORD approves Sarah’s plan. However, he promises Abraham that he will take care of Ishmael and make him into a nation too. On the basis of God’s promise Abraham sends Hagar and Ishmael away, with food and water. Why does God want this? The answer is given: because it is through Isaac that your offspring will be reckoned (v12). God is making it clear: his promises to Abraham about a nation, land and blessings to the world are going to come true to and through Isaac, the miracle child of promise, not Ishmael the ‘make-it-yourself’ child. 
Paul uses this scenario to illustrate the contrast between religious people and true Christians (Galatians 4:21-31). Ishmael is the son of a slave. He is the result of Abraham and Sarah’s lack of faith, when Sarah offers Abraham her slave-girl, Hagar, to sleep with. It’s a picture of works religion – trying to gain an inheritance by works. But it’s slavery. Isaac is the child of promise, by God’s grace. He’s a picture of Christians who, like Isaac, are born again by the power of the Spirit. Christians don’t earn their inheritance. They are given it freely as a gift, because they have become the true children of God.

If you are a religious person, you are in slavery. You are bound to do things in order to get to heaven or receive eternal life. It may mean giving money, praying, going to church, praying and trying to be good. But the emphasis is always on what you do (like the rich man’s question to Jesus: What must I do to inherit eternal life?) You can never gain God’s favour that way. But those who are born again by God’s Spirit stop working for salvation, and trust wholly in Christ’s work: the life he lived that you have not lived; the death he died that you deserved. When you do so you experience true freedom from law and guilt; freedom as a child of God, whom you now call Father. All God’s children will inherit eternal life! Do you know that freedom or are you still in slavery? 

3) The mercy shown to the slave and her son (v15-21)

This scene is full of sadness. The food and water have run out in the desert. Hagar can’t bear to watch her son die, so she leaves him under a bush and moves away. Either she or he (or both) begins to sob. Is she crying out to God amidst her tears? Is she recalling a similar time in the desert when the LORD heard her cries? That’s why she named her son Ishmael - God hears (16:11). Then something amazing happens: God heard the boy crying, and the angel of the LORD called to her from heaven (v17). He reassures her by name: Don’t be afraid; God has heard the boy crying…And reminds her of his promise: I will make him into a great nation. He opens her eyes to a well of water, and their lives are saved. So Ishmael grows and marries, and God’s promise continues. This is the mercy of God: his ‘goodness to those in misery and distress’ (Grudem, p200). Often in the bible God reveals his mercy. Do they deserve mercy? Hagar had despised Sarah (16:4); Ishmael had mocked Isaac (v9); but God chooses to show them mercy. He doesn’t have to, but he does!
In Shakespeare’s Merchant of Venice a character called Shylock agrees to lend a merchant some money. If he doesn’t pay it back by a certain time, Antonio will have to pay a “pound of flesh”. The deadline comes and the ships haven’t returned; Shylock, who hates Antonio, demands his pound of flesh. The judge says Shylock should show mercy, and he asks why? The comes the famous response:  The quality of mercy is not strain'd/It droppeth as the gentle rain from heaven/Upon the place beneath. In other words, you can’t contrain or force someone to have mercy. Mercy is a kindness – just as God drops rain from heaven.

Some people treat God as if he must show them mercy; as if that’s his duty! But God says no: I will have mercy on whom I have mercy; and I will have compassion on whom I have compassion (Romans 9:15). When you recognise this, you’ll be more ready to be grateful to God. How thankful we should be for his material mercies: food, clothing, work, family and friends. A Christian family I know make it their practice at each meal time to mention specifically something for which they are thankful to God. There should be  praise for God’s spiritual mercies: who has given us new birth into a living hope through the resurrection of Jesus Christ from the dead (1 Peter 1:3). Morning by morning new mercies I see. You may be desperate today; cry to God – not Luck or Fate - for mercy!
Conclusion
So we learn that our lives in this world are not governed by impersonal Fate or random Chance, but a personal God. He is the Almighty God. He has the power to do what he has promised, even when we cannot understand fully how. He is the redeeming God - having sent his Son Jesus into the world to set us free from the guilt and power of sin through his death and resurrection. He is the merciful God. He shows his kindness to so many both physically and spiritually.

This is the God we can know today. Do you? This is the God who is worthy of our worship. He’s the God of Abraham. He’s the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ.

The verses of an old hymn capture our thoughts this morning:

Your mercy, my God, is the theme of my song,

The joy of my heart, and the boast of my tongue;

Your free grace alone, from the first to the last,

Has won my affections, and bound my soul fast.

Your mercy in Jesus has freed me from hell;

Its glories I’ll sing and its wonders I’ll tell;

This Jesus my friend, when he hung on the tree,

There opened the channel of mercy for me.

The door of your mercy stands open to all –

The poor and the needy, whoever shall call;

No sinner who comes seeking mercy today

Is ever by Jesus sent empty away.

And as you call upon him, and trust in Jesus Christ his Son, this God will save you, keep you and carry you through this life to your home in glory! 
