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Running Ahead of God 
Genesis 16:1-16 

 Teacher’s Guide 

Introduction: When Impatience Makes a Mess 

In March of 2021, the city of Memphis made national news when a malfunctioning railroad 
crossing signal caused drivers on Holmes Road to sit for long stretches without the gates 
lifting. The signals had frozen in the downward position even though no train was coming. 
Drivers waited at first. They checked their watches. Some got out of their cars to look down 
the tracks. But after several minutes of no movement, frustration grew. 

Then one driver decided he had waited long enough. He pulled around the lowered gate 
and crossed the tracks. Within minutes others followed him. Pickup trucks, sedans, even 
delivery vans began driving around the barrier one after another. The problem was that the 
signal had not failed entirely. It was doing exactly what it was designed to do: warn the 
public because a freight train was approaching from around a curve. 

By the time the train reached the intersection, multiple vehicles were scattered on the 
tracks. The conductor hit the emergency brakes, but a fully loaded freight train cannot stop 
quickly. Several cars were struck. No lives were lost, but the damage was severe, and the 
intersection was closed for hours. Local officials later explained that the railroad’s safety 
system had worked correctly. The danger was not the signal. The danger was the 
impatience of the drivers who decided to move when they should have waited. Their 
attempt to “fix” the delay created a crisis far worse than the inconvenience itself. 

That picture captures the heart of Genesis 16. 

Abram and Sarai had been given a clear promise from God, yet many years passed without 
a child. What began as confident hope slowly turned into daily waiting, and what began as 
daily waiting eventually felt like delay. Sarai reached a point where she could no longer 
endure the silence. The promise had not changed, but her patience had worn thin. So she 
proposed a culturally acceptable solution, a practical plan, a shortcut that seemed 
reasonable from a human perspective. Abram agreed. Their household stepped around 
God’s timing, just as those Memphis drivers stepped around the crossing gate, and the 
consequences were immediate and painful. 
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Their decision brought tension, jealousy, mistreatment, and heartbreak into their home. 
What felt like a solution created problems that lasted for generations. And yet in the middle 
of human failure, God stepped into the story. He met Hagar in the wilderness. He called 
her by name when no one else did. He promised her a future. Most importantly, He made it 
clear that His original promise to Abram still stood. Human shortcuts could not break 
divine covenant. 

Genesis 16 teaches us that impatience often presents itself as wisdom. It can sound 
practical. It can sound reasonable. It can even sound responsible. But when God has 
spoken clearly, stepping ahead of Him always leads to trouble. God calls His people to 
trust His timing, to lean on His word rather than their own understanding, and to rest in the 
certainty that His promises do not need human shortcuts to succeed. 

Opening Question 

Have you ever made a decision because waiting felt too hard, and later realized the 
consequences of moving ahead of God? 

Possible Answers: 

• Making a financial choice too quickly 
• Entering a relationship or exiting one too soon 
• Jumping into a job or leaving one without prayer 
• Trying to solve a problem on your own instead of seeking God first 

I. Sarai’s Plan Reveals the Danger of Running Ahead of God 
(vv. 1–6) 

What’s Going On Here? 

1) Sarai Tries to Fulfill God’s Promise by Human Means (vv. 1–3) 

Sarai cannot bear children, yet God has promised Abram a son. Years have passed. The 
tension between promise and reality grows heavier. Sarai proposes a culturally acceptable 
but spiritually misguided solution. She tells Abram to take Hagar, her Egyptian servant, as a 
wife and bear a child through her. This reflects the ancient custom of surrogate 
motherhood, yet it contradicts the heart of God’s plan. Sarai is trying to produce through 
human effort what God intended to give through divine power. 
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Scripture often shows the danger of trying to force God’s promises. Eve reached for 
wisdom on her own terms. Israel tried to enter the promised land after God told them not 
to. Saul offered a sacrifice God told him to wait on. Sarai’s plan mirrors the way people 
often try to solve spiritual problems with worldly tools. Her desire for a child is 
understandable, but her method steps outside of God’s design. 

2) Abram Listens to Sarai Instead of the Lord (v. 3) 

Abram agrees to Sarai’s plan without seeking the Lord. The language echoes the fall in 
Genesis 3, where Adam listened to Eve’s voice instead of God’s. Both men accepted a 
suggestion that appeared reasonable but diverted them from God’s word. Abram had 
already received God’s promise directly. He should have waited. Instead, he cooperates 
with a plan that leads to conflict. Leaders who fail to seek God’s voice in moments of 
pressure often lead others into unnecessary pain. 

3) Human Solutions Create Human Conflict (vv. 4–6) 

As soon as Hagar conceives, tension erupts. Hagar looks upon Sarai with contempt. Sarai 
blames Abram. Abram withdraws and tells Sarai to handle the situation. Sarai treats Hagar 
harshly. The unity of the household collapses quickly. What began as an attempt to solve a 
problem escalates into resentment and suffering. Genesis wants us to see clearly that the 
consequences of impatience multiply. Trying to solve spiritual matters with human 
solutions creates wounds that ripple far beyond the moment of choice. 

Discussion Question 

What does Sarai’s plan teach us about the pressure to take matters into our own hands 
when God seems slow? 

Possible Answers: 

• Human solutions often seem easier than waiting 
• Pressure can make wrong choices appear reasonable 
• God’s promises require trust, not shortcuts 
• Acting without seeking God usually leads to conflict 
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II. God Sees the Suffering We Cause and the Suffering We 
Carry (vv. 7–12) 

What’s Going On Here? 

1) God Pursues Hagar in the Wilderness (v. 7) 

Hagar flees from Sarai’s harsh treatment and finds herself in the wilderness near a spring 
on the way to Shur. This location is significant. Shur lies on the road toward Egypt, the land 
Hagar once knew. She is alone, pregnant, frightened, and heading back toward her past. In 
this vulnerable moment, Scripture says, “The angel of the Lord found her.” This is the first 
time in the Bible that this divine figure appears. The phrase does not simply mean the angel 
came across her by chance. It means God deliberately sought her out, just as He later 
seeks wandering Israel, discouraged Elijah, and scattered exiles. 

Hagar is a servant, a foreigner, and a woman carrying a child conceived through human 
failure. Yet God pursues her with intention and mercy. Her circumstances came through 
the sins of others. Her suffering is real. But God does not ignore her. This is a key truth in 
Scripture. God’s compassion does not stop at the borders of privilege or position. He sees 
the hurting, the marginalized, and the forgotten. He moves toward those whom others 
push aside. Hagar’s encounter reveals that God is not only the God of patriarchs and 
promises. He is also the God who seeks the vulnerable in the wilderness. 

2) God Calls Hagar by Name and Speaks to Her Directly (vv. 8–9) 

The angel addresses her with, “Hagar, servant of Sarai.” This is the first time in Genesis 16 
her name is spoken. Sarai never calls her by name. Abram does not use her name. But God 
does. This moment restores dignity to a woman who has been treated as a problem rather 
than a person. God acknowledges her situation. He sees her identity. He honors her 
humanity. His question, “Where have you come from and where are you going?” is not for 
information but for reflection. God is inviting Hagar to recognize her path, her pain, and the 
direction her choices are taking her. 

God then instructs her to return and submit to Sarai. On the surface, this may seem 
surprising, but God is not sending Hagar back to suffer alone. He is sending her back with a 
promise of His protection and His presence. The command also preserves the covenant 
line through Abram by restoring order to the household. Submission does not mean God 
approves of Sarai’s harshness. It means God will sustain Hagar through a difficult season 
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as He unfolds a larger plan. God’s word assures her that she is seen, known, and cared for, 
even in circumstances she did not choose. 

3) God Promises a Future for Hagar’s Son (vv. 10–12) 

God tells Hagar that He will multiply her offspring, a promise usually reserved for covenant 
figures. This is astonishing. Hagar is not the covenant bearer, yet God extends a blessing to 
her that echoes His promise to Abram. The name He gives the child, Ishmael, means “God 
hears.” Every time Hagar speaks her son’s name, she will remember that God listened to 
her suffering. The prophecy about Ishmael is complex. He will be strong and independent. 
His descendants will live in tension with others. Yet this does not diminish the reality that 
God is giving Hagar a future filled with life, heritage, and meaning. 

This promise reveals both mercy and realism. Ishmael will not be the child of the covenant, 
yet he will not be abandoned. God does not erase the consequences of human choices, 
but He weaves His compassion into them. Ishmael’s story will be marked by conflict, yet it 
will also be marked by God’s care. Hagar learns that her future and her child’s future are 
not at the mercy of Sarai’s anger or Abram’s decisions. They rest in the hands of a God who 
hears, sees, and acts with perfect knowledge. The Lord’s response to Hagar assures 
believers that God works redemptively even in the broken places of life. 

Discussion Question 

What does God’s pursuit of Hagar teach us about His character when life becomes 
difficult because of our choices or the choices of others? 

Possible Answers: 

• God sees people others overlook 
• God meets us in places of pain 
• God speaks hope into broken situations 
• God works mercy even in the consequences of sin 

III. God Names Himself in Hagar’s Story and Proves His 
Faithfulness (vv. 13–16) 

What’s Going On Here? 

1) Hagar Declares God the One Who Sees (v. 13) 
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Hagar responds to God’s intervention with one of the most remarkable declarations in the 
Old Testament. She calls Him “El Roi,” which means “the God who sees me.” This title is 
unique. It is the only time in Scripture a person gives God a name based on a personal 
experience. The statement is more than gratitude. It is recognition that God’s attention 
reaches far beyond the expected boundaries. Servants, women, and foreigners were often 
overlooked in the ancient world. Hagar fits all three categories. Yet God sought her out in 
the wilderness, spoke to her directly, and gave her a promise for the future. Hagar realizes 
that even when human beings fail to see her, ignore her, or dismiss her, God’s eyes are 
never closed. He knows her situation. He understands her life. He moves toward her with 
compassion. 

This moment reveals a consistent theme in Scripture. The Lord sees those who feel 
forgotten. He sees Hagar in the wilderness. He sees Leah in her unloved state. He sees 
Hannah praying quietly in the temple. He sees David in the fields before anyone recognizes 
him. He sees the woman who touches Jesus’ garment. God’s watchful care is not reserved 
for the strong or the honored. It reaches the hurting and the humble. Hagar’s naming of 
God becomes a testimony across generations that the Lord is present in the lives of people 
who think they have gone unnoticed. Her confession echoes through Scripture as an 
invitation for believers to trust that God sees them with clarity, compassion, and purpose. 

2) God Shows that His Promise Stands Despite Human Failure (vv. 14–16) 

Hagar obeys the Lord’s command and returns to Abram and Sarai. In time she gives birth to 
Ishmael. Abram is eighty-six years old when the child is born. Everything about the 
situation appears complicated and strained. Sarai’s frustration, Abram’s passivity, and 
Hagar’s flight have created a household marked by tension. Yet the covenant God made 
with Abram remains untouched. Ishmael’s birth does not fulfill the promise God gave in 
Genesis 12 and reaffirmed in Genesis 15. Ishmael receives blessing because God is 
gracious, but he is not the child through whom the covenant will continue. God’s plan does 
not bend to human shortcuts. He will bring the promised son through Sarah, not through 
human arrangements. 

These verses demonstrate that God is faithful even when His people falter. Their decisions 
can introduce confusion, but their mistakes cannot overturn His covenant. Genesis 16 
ends with unresolved strain, yet the story does not drift off course. It prepares for the 
clarity of Genesis 17, where God reaffirms the covenant, renames Abram and Sarai, and 
declares that Sarah will bear the child of promise. God uses the tension of this chapter to 
show that human effort cannot replace divine intention. His promise remains firm because 
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it rests on His character, not on the perfection of His servants. What God begins, He 
completes. What He promises, He fulfills. 

Discussion Question 

How does Hagar’s experience show that God’s faithfulness does not collapse under the 
weight of human mistakes? 

Possible Answers: 

• God sees and cares even in our failures 
• God can redeem consequences we cannot fix 
• God’s covenant rests on His grace, not our perfection 
• God works through broken situations to accomplish His plan 

Living Out God’s Grace Today 
A. Trust God when waiting stretches longer than expected. 

Waiting is one of the most common tools God uses to shape His people. Abram and Sarai 
waited year after year with no visible progress toward the fulfillment of God’s promise. 
Their story shows that delay is not evidence of neglect. Delay is often God’s classroom. 
During seasons of waiting, God strengthens faith in ways that comfort cannot accomplish. 
Joseph learned leadership in prison. Moses learned humility in Midian. David learned 
dependence while hiding in caves. The early church gathered in prayer for days until the 
Spirit came. Spiritual maturity often grows in the soil of waiting. 

Genesis 16 warns us that impatience has a cost. Sarai grew weary and reached for her own 
solution. The result was conflict, pain, and division. Believers today face similar 
temptations. When prayers feel unanswered, when circumstances feel slow, and when life 
feels stalled, impatience can push us toward decisions we later regret. Genesis 16 offers a 
gentle caution. God’s timing does not betray His people. His timing protects them. When 
delay presses hard, the invitation is to pray rather than panic, to wait rather than force, and 
to trust that God is working in ways that are not yet visible. 

B. Resist the temptation to “help God along.” 

Sarai’s plan made sense in her world. Surrogate arrangements were common in ancient 
Near Eastern culture. Her suggestion was logical, practical, and culturally acceptable. Yet 
the practice conflicted with God’s promise and with God’s design for marriage and family. 
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This reveals a vital truth: cultural reasonableness is not the same as spiritual obedience. 
Believers often face opportunities that seem sensible on the surface but contradict the 
direction of Scripture. Shortcuts can appear efficient, but they rarely lead to peace. 

Genesis 16 reminds us that the promises of God are fulfilled by the power of God, not by 
human manipulation. When we try to “help God” complete His work, we often create 
problems that outlive our decisions. Forced outcomes can produce short-term relief but 
long-term trouble. God calls His people to walk by His word, wait on His Spirit, and submit 
to His leading. He does not ask for our assistance. He asks for our trust. His plans are 
strong enough to stand without our shortcuts. 

C. Remember that God sees those who feel overlooked or mistreated. 

Hagar’s story reveals a side of God that brings comfort to everyone who has ever felt 
ignored or mistreated. She was a servant without power, a foreigner without protection, 
and a woman carrying a child in a household filled with tension. Sarai saw her as a rival. 
Abram saw her as a complication. Neither one spoke her name in the story. Yet God sought 
her out. He called her by name. He listened to her distress and promised her a future. 

This teaches us that God’s care is not limited to the central figures in a story. He sees 
those whom others overlook. He hears prayers that seem small to human ears. He moves 
toward those who feel pushed aside. Scripture repeats this truth from beginning to end. 
God heard Israel’s groans in Egypt. He defended Ruth in Bethlehem. Jesus welcomed the 
overlooked and the outcast. The same God who found Hagar in the wilderness still sees 
His people today. His care is personal. His compassion is steady. His attention reaches 
the places people think are hidden. 

D. Believe that God can work through complicated and painful situations. 

The household of Abram and Sarai was deeply troubled after their decision. Resentment 
grew. Trust eroded. Hagar fled. Everyone carried wounds. Yet the Lord remained faithful. 
He did not abandon Abram or cast aside His promise. He also did not ignore Hagar’s 
suffering. God stepped into the mess of their choices with clear instruction, steady 
compassion, and sovereign purpose. He redeemed a situation that felt tangled beyond 
repair. 

This is a consistent pattern in Scripture. God works through lives that contain tension, 
conflict, and disappointment. He uses difficult seasons to display His wisdom. He writes 
good stories out of painful chapters. Believers can take courage in knowing that their 
mistakes, their regrets, and their challenges do not limit God’s ability to accomplish His 
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plan. His grace is stronger than the confusion of life. He can guide His people through 
circumstances that feel overwhelming. 

E. Rest in a God whose promises do not collapse under pressure. 

Genesis 16 ends with Ishmael’s birth, a child conceived through human planning rather 
than divine guidance. The situation is complicated, yet God’s covenant remains unbroken. 
The promise of a son through Sarah stands firm. Ishmael’s arrival does not replace Isaac’s 
future. God’s plan does not shift because His people falter. His promises are anchored in 
His character. They are not fragile. They do not depend on flawless obedience. They 
depend on His faithfulness. 

Genesis 17 will reveal this even more clearly. God reaffirms His covenant and declares that 
Sarah will bear the promised child. Ishmael receives blessing, but Isaac will carry the 
promise. God’s plan holds steady even when His people stumble. Believers can rest in this 
truth. God’s promises do not collapse under pressure. They do not crack under delay. They 
do not weaken under human imperfection. The Lord finishes what He begins. His word 
stands because He stands behind it. 

Conclusion: God’s Faithfulness Outlasts Our Failures 

Genesis 16 reveals the tension between God’s perfect promise and human impatience. 
Abram and Sarai rushed ahead. Their plan created conflict and sorrow. Yet God came near 
to Hagar. He saw her. He spoke to her. He preserved His covenant. This chapter teaches us 
that God does not abandon His people even when they make poor choices. His promise is 
stronger than human failure. His care is deeper than human pain. His plan continues even 
in seasons marked by confusion or regret. The God who saw Hagar sees His people still. 
His promise stands firm for all who trust Him. 

Closing Prayer 

Lord, thank You for seeing us, hearing us, and caring for us even when our decisions are 
confused or impatient. Teach us to trust Your timing, to rest in Your promises, and to resist 
the urge to run ahead of You. Shape our hearts to believe that Your plans are good, that 
Your covenant is secure, and that Your grace is greater than our weakness. Help us walk in 
faith as Abram learned to do and lean on the God who never fails. In Jesus’ name, Amen. 
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