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Call to Worship 
 

Psalm 9 

 
1 

I will give thanks to the LORD with my whole heart; I will recount all of Your wonderful 

deeds. 

2 

I will be glad and exult in You; I will sing praise to Your name, O Most High. 

3 

When my enemies turn back, they stumble and perish before Your presence. 

4 

For You have maintained my just cause; You have sat on the throne, giving righteous 

judgment. 

5 

You have rebuked the nations; You have made the wicked perish; You have blotted out 

their name forever and ever. 

6 

The enemy came to an end in everlasting ruins; their cities You rooted out; the very 

memory of them has perished. 

7 

But the LORD sits enthroned forever; He has established his throne for justice, 

8 

and He judges the world with righteousness; He judges the peoples with uprightness. 

9 

The LORD is a stronghold for the oppressed, a stronghold in times of trouble. 

10 

And those who know Your name put their trust in You, for You, O LORD, have not 

   forsaken those who seek You. 
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Genesis 16 (ESV) 

 
1 

Now Sarai, Abram’s wife, had borne him no children. She had a female Egyptian servant 

whose name was Hagar. 

2 

And Sarai said to Abram, “Behold now, the LORD has prevented me from bearing 

children. Go in to my servant; it may be that I shall obtain children by her.” And 

Abram listened to the voice of Sarai. 

3 

So, after Abram had lived ten years in the land of Canaan, Sarai, Abram’s wife, took 

Hagar the Egyptian, her servant, and gave her to Abram her husband as a wife. 

4 

And he went in to Hagar, and she conceived. And when she saw that she had conceived, 

she looked with contempt on her mistress. 

5 

And Sarai said to Abram, “May the wrong done to me be on you! I gave my servant to 

your embrace, and when she saw that she had conceived, she looked on me with 

contempt. May the LORD judge between you and me!” 

6 

But Abram said to Sarai, “Behold, your servant is in your power; do to her as you 

please.” Then Sarai dealt harshly with her, and she fled from her. 

7 

The angel of the LORD found her by a spring of water in the wilderness, the spring on the 

way to Shur. 

8 

And he said, “Hagar, servant of Sarai, where have you come from and where are you 

going?” She said, “I am fleeing from my mistress Sarai.” 

9 

The angel of the LORD said to her, “Return to your mistress and submit to her.” 

10 

The angel of the LORD also said to her, “I will surely multiply your offspring so that they 

cannot be numbered for multitude.” 

11 

And the angel of the LORD said to her, “Behold, you are pregnant and shall bear a son. 

You shall call his name Ishmael, because the LORD has listened to your affliction. 

12 

He shall be a wild donkey of a man, his hand against everyone and everyone’s hand 

against him, and he shall dwell over against all his kinsmen.” 

13 

So she called the name of the LORD who spoke to her, “You are a God of seeing,” for she 

said, “Truly here I have seen him who looks after me.” 

14 

Therefore the well was called Beer-lahai-roi; it lies between Kadesh and Bered. 

15 

And Hagar bore Abram a son, and Abram called the name of his son, whom Hagar bore, 

Ishmael. 

16

  Abram was eighty-six years old when Hagar bore Ishmael to Abram.
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“Seeing is . . .” 
 

So often in the past, I have said or heard spoken, “Seeing is believing.” Apparently, the 

first recorded use of this expression goes back as far as 1639. What it would mean is 

that it is hard to believe something you have not seen. The expression implies that you 

will not believe the thing under discussion until you have actually seen it for yourself. 

 

I am not inclined to use that expression “Seeing is believing” anymore. There have 

been enough televised events of illusionists like David Copperfield and far more than 

enough special effects in the movie industry that what we see with our eyes cannot be 

said to be undeniably true. 

 

Here’s a point about “Seeing is believing” and God’s timing for human history. You 

know, if Jesus were to be crucified and then be resurrected in this present day, it could 

be put on the Internet, Youtube and flashed on all the world’s news services. How 

quickly and extensively the message would spread! But God chose primitive Palestine, 

part of the ancient Roman Empire—pre-radio, pre-TV, pre-Internet. 

 

Listen to what the apostles Peter and then, Paul had to say about their direct, 

eyewitness experience: 

 

(2 Peter 1) 

16

 For we did not follow cleverly devised myths when we made known to you the power and 

coming of our Lord Jesus Christ, but we were eyewitnesses of his majesty. 

 

Paul writes (1 Corinthians 15): 

3

 For I delivered to you as of first importance what I also received: that Christ died for our 

sins in accordance with the Scriptures, 

4

 that he was buried, that he was raised on the third day in accordance with the 

Scriptures, 

5

 and that he appeared to Cephas, then to the twelve. 

6

 Then he appeared to more than five hundred brothers at one time, most of whom are 

still alive, though some have fallen asleep. 

7

 Then he appeared to James, then to all the apostles. 

8

 Last of all, as to one untimely born, he appeared also to me. 
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So, when people wrote that they were eye-witnesses to the events, there was no 

possibility of the illusions that we see in movie special effects. Some of the people 

might have been delusional, but the number of eyewitnesses who confirmed seeing 

the risen, living, substantive Jesus was beyond illusion or trickery. Many of them had 

been doubters until they saw Jesus with their own eyes during the month-and-a-half 

following His resurrection.  

 

It was a time when “seeing was believing” except for the most hardened hearts. 

 

 

El Roi –  ראי   la   

 

This is just the third in a series on the names of God and we are still in the early 

chapters of Genesis. We read the account from Genesis 16 telling us about the strange 

situation concerning Sarai, the wife of Abram, and her servant Hagar. We also read 

about the messenger of the Lord and about, Ishmael, the son born to Hagar and 

Abram. 

 

Considering this story provides us with another name by which God has been 

identified. In verse 13, we read: So she [Hagar] called the name of the LORD who spoke to 

her, “You are a God of seeing,” for she said, “Truly here I have seen him who looks after 

me.” 

 

In Hebrew, the name is “El Roi.” So, there is a theme here of “seeing” and that will be 

our focus of attention this morning. But let’s get some background on this account of 

Sarai, Abram and Hagar. 

 

 

Background to Genesis 16 
 

If you were here last Sunday, you will recall that God was referred to as El Elyon—

God Most High, the God who is the supreme and exalted One. And He assured Abram 

in a vision with these words: 

 

15v1a

 “Fear not, Abram, I am your shield; your reward shall be very great.” 

 

Abram struggled with this: “O Lord GOD, what will you give me, for I continue childless. 

He thought that his estate would be passed on to Eliezer (= “God is help”) who may 

have been a trusted household manager.   

 

But God reassured Abram: your very own son shall be your heir.” 
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To reinforce this, God took Abram outside to look at the night sky. “Look toward 

heaven, and number the stars, if you are able to number them.” Then He said to him, “So 

shall your offspring be.” 

 

Here are a man and his wife, well on in years and this is stunning promise. 

 

Have you ever seen the night sky and especially the Milky Way on a dark night where 

there is no background light scatter to impair your vision? Some city dwellers have 

never seen, with their own eyes, the vast number of stars on that dark celestial dome. 

 

Working at sea on a darkened ship, I had seen that display many a time. But when I 

was at university in Toronto, I went on a field trip to the MacLaughlin Planetarium. 

The show had the starting simulation of the Toronto skyline view but then it was 

darkened to remove all backscatter light. You should have heard the gasps and 

expressions of awe when many of the students saw, for their first time, what a night 

sky really looks like. 

 

What you have seen is the same as what Abram would have viewed on that night. 

Now, the thing is that Abram was not seeing that appearance of the sky for the first 

time. He was a wandering herdsman living in a tent. I don’t doubt that he had seen 

the same sky with the same number of stars, moon and planets many times out on the 

dark landscape of his wanderings. 

 

And here is a line that you should commit to memory because it is at the root of our 

faith (15v6): And he believed the LORD, and He [the LORD] counted it to him as 

righteousness. The LORD “read” Abram’s response of faith and credited, in that 

response, that Abram was a righteous man. 

 

The Bible doesn’t say: “Abram believed in God.” Surveys in our society indicate that 

about 70% of the population believes in God. But there is a difference here in what 

God accounts as important. Abram believed God. 

 

Please permit me to use a “Santa Claus” analogy. Many children grow up believing in 

Santa Claus. But if, like in the movie, “Miracle on 34
th

 Street,” a little girl meets the real 

Santa Claus—not a shopping store actor—that becomes a different experience. In the 

story, it is more than “a notion about” Santa Claus—it becomes a real relationship with 

Kris Kringle. At least, that is how the movie goes. 

 

What is described in Genesis 15v6 might be called a “conversion experience.” I love 

that verse: [Abram] believed the LORD, and He counted it to him as righteousness. 

 

Here, we are talking about more than “a notion about” God—it becomes a real 

relationship with God. 
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This Old Testament passage from Genesis 16 is cited three times in the New 

Testament. Here is what the apostle Paul writes in Romans 4v13: 

 

For the promise to Abraham and his offspring that he would be heir of the world did not 

come through the law but through the righteousness of faith. 

 

And then, in his letter to the church in Galatia (3v6-7): 

 

just as Abraham “believed God, and it was counted to him as righteousness”? 

Know then that it is those of faith who are the sons [and daughters] of Abraham. 

 

Abram had seen that same dome of the sky many, many times before but, on that 

night, he was seeing it through the eyes of faith. You and I need that type of seeing 

each and every day.  

 

But then, in Genesis 16, we see things get messed up a bit. 

 

 

Sarai and Hagar 
 

God made this promise of offspring to Abram. How would it come to be when he and 

his wife were so advanced in years? 

 

I think that we are given freedom to imagine the family conversation that goes on 

between the end of chapter 15 and the beginning of chapter 16. 

 

Abram might have said, “Sarai, God promised me a multitude of children. I’m old and 

‘Sweetie,’ you not far behind me. What can we expect at our age?” 

 

Sarai might have said, “Abram, yes, you have another birthday coming up and, after all of 

these years, we have not had any children. It’s getting beyond anything we can accomplish.” 

 

I don’t know what was actually said but at the beginning of Genesis 16, Sarai seems so 

frustrated by the situation—on one hand, the promise made by God and, on the other 

hand, a sense that she was not part of that promise. We read: “Behold now, the LORD 

has prevented me from bearing children. Go in to my servant; it may be that I shall obtain 

children by her.” And Abram listened to the voice of Sarai. 

 

It might seem weird to us and even an unacceptable social practice. Yet, some of the 

Old Testament patriarchs had more than one wife and some had concubines. Did God 

approve? No, I don’t have any reason to think so. He had already given His pattern for 

family in the opening account of Genesis. Nonetheless, God worked with these people 

whom He had chosen. They had a lot to learn about His ways.  
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One comment I would make here is to read the Old Testament and try to find an 

emotionally healthy and happy family situation where there was more than one wife 

or where there were wives and concubines. Enough said! 

 

Well, we have read this chapter and know that Hagar became a little “uppity” with 

Sarai and so, she became unhappy with her female servant and even got a little testy 

with Abram. I can imagine him throwing his hands up in the air as he said, “Behold, 

your servant is in your power; do to her as you please.” 

 

And with that, Sarai drove her servant, Hagar, away from the camp. 

 

 

The angel of the LORD 
 

Somewhere in the wilderness, near a spring of water, a messenger came from God to 

speak with Hagar. The messenger is described as “the angel of the LORD.” 

 

He (let’s assume that the angel is a ‘he’), asked a question, actually two, “where have 

you come from and where are you going?” 

 

Personally, I don’t think that he needed to gather information from her so much as 

Hagar needed to have a clarifying question. She could answer the first part but did not 

have a response for the second part. 

 

I wonder if, today, we need to hear the same question from God: “where have you 

come from and where are you going?” We can answer the first part. How do we respond 

to the second part, “Where are you going?” 

 

The instruction to return to her mistress must have been a hard one to take but the 

angel provided her with a promise. She was pregnant and would bear a son to be 

called Ishmael (meaning “God has harkened”). The promise to her was similar to the 

promise God made to Abram. This birth would be the beginning of a multitude of 

people. This is not inconsequential for a servant girl without a proper husband. 

 

We are living in a time when we have a graphic connection to this account. The 

offspring of Abram and Hagar resulted in Ishmael and his twelve tribes (Genesis 

17v20) and these have become the Arab peoples of northern Africa and the Middle 

East. According to Muslim faith, it was through Ishmael that the prophet Mohammed 

would come. So, you can fairly relate Islamic activity to Ishmael. But recognize that 

some people who are ethnically Arabs are also Christians sharing our faith. 

 

Well, as we are looking at the names of God, Hagar ascribed one new name “El Roi.” 

Literally, it means “of sight.” We might render it as “God who sees.” This is the only 

occurrence of this name for God in the Old Testament. 
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Further along in their lives, about 13 years after this incident, Hagar and her son, 

Ishmael, would be sent away from the camp by Abraham and this would be the final 

separation. 

 

Genesis 21 records that she was in the wilderness again but this time, her supply of 

water had run out. She set the boy aside and prepared for both of them to die. Here, 

we find yet another reference to seeing. An angel of the Lord spoke to Hagar again 

and (Genesis 21v19) “Then God opened her eyes, and she saw a well of water. And she 

went and filled the skin with water and gave the boy a drink.” 

 

Twice it is recorded that God saw her circumstances and had compassion on her as 

well as upon Ishmael. In the first instance, he was an unborn child within her body 

and then as a teenage son. I think that this demonstration of compassion had 

something to do with the child being Abraham’s seed and part of God’s unfolding 

plan. 

 

Abram had been shown the magnitude of what God had planned for him but what he 

didn’t see was the way that God would accomplish it. Abram rushed ahead and did 

“in the flesh” something that was not in keeping with the promise of God. 

 

Abraham and Sarah would have a son even in their old age. It would be a miracle but 

then, that is God’s everyday business—performing what appears to us to be miracles. 

Their son, Isaac, would be the child of promise and that is a story for another day. 

 

 

Final thoughts on “seeing” 
 

Back to this theme of “seeing.” Abram saw the magnitude of God’s promise but not the 

means. 

 

Hagar saw that God sees. That sounds like such a simple statement—”Hagar saw that 

God sees.” You might be thinking, “Of course God sees. He’s exalted over all of His 

creation. He is all knowing. He’s the God of divine perfections. It’s not hard to imagine that 

He sees.” You might be saying that to yourself and you will have no argument from me 

on those points.  

 

There are two things that I want to learn and hold onto from this account of Abraham 

and Hagar. 
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First, while I have the faith of Abraham that believes God, I need also to have the eyes 

of spiritual discernment and the patience to wait. I need both in order to see how and 

when God wants to accomplish His plan. How about you? 

 

Second, the thing that I need to hold onto is something from Hagar’s experience. 

Whenever I am feeling distressed and perhaps like I am alone in a wilderness, I need 

to “see” that God sees me. He actually sees my circumstances and knows my condition 

better than I know it myself. He also knows what He will provide—something that I 

have yet to see. 

 

El Roi—He is the God who sees. I need never feel unseen or abandoned by God. 

You need never feel unseen or abandoned by God. 

  

 

 


