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Introduction 
 
How should we view Abraham’s firstborn son? The age-old family feud between 
the sons of Ishmael1 (see footnote below) and the sons Isaac has resulted in 
unspeakable grief, bitterness and agony, not least in the 20th century and early 
21st in the Land of Israel—the Arab-Israeli Conflict. 
 
The bloody terrorists of “9-11,” the Taliban, Al Qaeda and more recently ISIS, 
have awakened the West to a war that Israel/the Jewish people have known for a 
much longer time. How do we relate to the larger population of 1.4 billion Arabic 
and Muslim peoples? (Even though today there are more Muslims who are non-
Arab than who are Arab, I group them together because the founder of Islam and 
the first generations who established Islam were Arab, the holy city of Islam, 
Mecca is in Arabia, and most Muslims revere the Arab origins of Islam).  A study 
of the Biblical origins of the Arab peoples will help committed Christians and 
Messianic Jews pray for and believe for the redemption of the Arab people 
groups (and by extension, non-Arab Muslim groups), according to God’s 
promises to them.  We can call them back, through prayer and Biblical 
persuasion to their greater God-ordained destiny as Abraham’s sons and 
daughters. 
 
As you read this article, think of Ishmael as the father of the Arab peoples, as the 
majority of Arabs do. If Ishmael represents the Arabs, what is God’s attitude 

                                                
1 The Arabs show up in three Biblical lists: 1) The descendents of Joktan (Gen. 10:25-
30), accounting for the south Arabian stock; 2) The descendents of Ishmael (Gen. 25:12-
18), accounting for the north Arabian tribes; 3) The descendents of Abraham through 
Keturah (Gen. 25:1-6), which mostly populated central Arabia. But by the end of the first 
millennium B. C., Ishmael’s line had become dominant, as most parts of the Arabian 
Peninsula gradually identified with them regardless of their bloodline.  By the first 
century A.D. Ishmael had become a great symbol for the north Arabian tribes. Since then 
a widely held tradition in the Arab world associates Ishmael and his line with Arabs in 
general and with Muslim Arabs in particular. Muslim Arabs who do not belong to 
Ishmael’s bloodline still identify with him theologically. Ishmael is mentioned several 
times in the Qur’an (Koran) (Maalouf 2003:20-21). 
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toward Ishmael and the Arabs? Was he under a curse from the beginning?  A 
popular kind of Christian “conventional wisdom” runs to the effect that – “If 
Abraham had not been so impatient before God about fathering a son (compared 
to our great patience, of course), we would have been spared all the miseries of 
the Middle East.” Is that really true? Or did God have a sovereign plan for 
Ishmael?  
 
How should we view Abraham’s firstborn son? It is in the interests of the Jewish 
people to identify with the God’s evaluation of Ishmael and his line. As Jewish 
people respect Ishmael and restore his dignity in their own eye’s and those of the 
world of Abraham’s firstborn son, they claim the high moral ground of the Jewish 
tradition, and maintain their own honor and dignity, serving as “a light to the 
nations.” 
 
God wants to heal the broken family of Abraham.  A Biblical re-evaluation of 
Ishmael and acting upon that renewed spiritual vision is a part of the shalom-
making that Jews and Christians must embrace. The descendents of Ishmael, 
the Arabs, have their own responsibility to work toward shalom-making.  But this 
article will address primarily the Jewish people and Christians who have been 
grafted in to the Olive Tree of Israel (Romans 11).   
 
Abraham and Sarah’s Dilemma: Were They Faithless and Guilty? 
Was Ishmael a Sinful Mistake? 
 
Let us analyze the narrative of events concerning Hagar and her son Ishmael:  
 
Were Sarai and Abram demonstrating foolish unbelief and faithlessness when 
she proposed to Abram that they seek to have the promised child through 
Hagar?  God’s purpose in the ordeal through which they passed was to show 
Abram and Sarai— and through the inscripturation of their story, to show us all— 
the inadequacy of self-sufficient human solutions and that they will always fall 
short of God’s salvific purpose and supernatural provisions.  But the actions of 
the couple wrestling with their dilemma become quite understandable when we 
consider the factors in play.  
 
Even before the clan of Terah, Abraham’s father, left Ur of the Chaldees, it is 
stated that Sarai was barren (Gen.11: 30).  While the clan sojourned for several 
years in Haran, God had promised a seed to Abram, through which ”all the 
families of the earth would be blessed”  (Gen. 12:1-3). After the death of Terah, 
when Abram was 75 years old, they departed from Haran to go to Canaan. There 
are other reiterations of the promise of descendents over the years to Abram 
(Gen. 13:16; 15:4-5). The latter of these verses specify that his seed would come 
from his own body (15:4), but it is never specified that the seed must also come 
via Sarai. In fact, the LORD did not reveal to Abram and Sarai that the child 
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would come from Sarai’s womb until Ishmael was thirteen years old! (Gen.17: 
25). So Abram and Sarai were operating under limited revelation as to when or 
how, and though whose womb the promised seed would come.  
 
After ten years in the land of Canaan (Gen. 16:3), Abraham was now 85 years 
old. Sarai, being ten years younger, was 75 years old. They had waited a long 
time. Their biological clocks were ticking. Had they misunderstood God?  
 
Should they be doing something active, and not merely passively waiting year 
after year? Aren’t we often, in our spiritual practice as believer’s today exhorted 
to “work out our salvation”? We see Sarai breaking her silence in 16:2, “..., “See 
the LORD has restrained me from bearing children.’...”  Sarah may have 
reasoned something like this— If God has made me barren until old age, but has 
promised Abram a son, might this mean that God intends that the seed is to 
come through another woman? Abram and Sarai were left to wrestle with a 
cultural alternative to their dilemma of childlessness.  
 
We must remember that surrogate maternity, through a surrogate wife or 
concubine, was a widely accepted cultural practice in the Ancient Near East, as 
borne out by the Nuzi texts and the Hammurabi Codes. So there was nothing 
culturally or morally improper in Sarai’s proposal to Abram that they seek to have 
the child through Hagar. God accommodated Himself, surprisingly to us at times, 
to the less than morally perfect cultural values and social institutions of the 
people with whom He worked —such as polygamy and slavery—as He gradually 
led them toward higher moral ground.  Abram and Sarai’s consciences would not 
have condemned them for enacting this proposal of surrogate motherhood. It 
was imperative in that culture for a man to have children; otherwise he would 
have no heir to carry on his lineage. Sarai’s proposal was most probably her 
attempt to do her part, for God, and a last resort to secure a child for Abram. This 
is an understandable human response. Thus, Sarai’s proposal to Abram for a 
seed through Hagar may well be an expression of faith that God would give 
Abram a seed, just not through her, since she had not been specifically told that 
it would be through her. 
 
God in His sovereignty had another purpose in all this- He intended to 
unforgettably demonstrate that God’s ways for His redemptive plan will not 
emerge from human natural efforts, no matter how reasonable or well 
intentioned.  The manner of Isaac’s birth, bringing life out of death, would be 
beyond human abilities and expectations. Isaac would be born due to God’s 
unmerited favor, or— grace. God said to Abraham,  
 
  “As for Sarai your wife, you shall not call her name Sarai, but 
Sarah shall be her name. I will bless her, and moreover, I will give 
you a son by her. I will bless her, and she shall become nations; 
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kings of peoples shall come from her.”  Then Abraham fell on his face 
and laughed and said to himself, “Shall a child be born to a man who 
is a hundred years old? Shall Sarah, who is ninety years old, bear a 
child?”  (Gen. 17: 15-17). 
 
This was something beyond Abraham’s categories, so he could only fall on his 
face and laugh. But it would be by God’s supernatural intervention that the line of 
the covenant promise and plan of redemption would be realized, though the 
gracious, supernatural pregnancy of Sarah with Isaac. This foreshadowed for the 
people of Israel and us all that the coming redemption would involve supernatural 
events like the virgin birth of the Messiah, and his supernatural resurrection from 
the dead. 
 
Recall that it was natural for the firstborn son to be heir.  But the promise would 
be by grace, not nature; grace, super-nature; not nature. This would mean that 
God would bypass the natural and cultural custom of primogeniture (firstborn 
inheritance), as He would later with Esau and Jacob (Esau being the firstborn). 
The elect line for the redemption of the world, through Isaac, would be by God’s 
initiative and power, not human will and effort. As Paul would later explain, " For 
by grace you have been saved through faith. And this is not your own doing; it is 
the gift of God, not a result of works, so that no one may boast." (Eph. 2:8-9). 
And how could God have taught this great salvation lesson at the very beginning 
of Israel’s history had not Ishmael been born?  His birth was necessary for this 
lesson for all time.  We must conclude that Ishmael’s birth was not a mistake, but 
that God designed a major historical role for Ishmael.  
 
To Each Son His Blessing 
 
Though the covenant promise line would be through Isaac, Ishmael was also to 
be blessed and was beloved of both Abraham and God.  Ishmael would not be 
alienated from God’s care or material blessing. Note Abraham’s exclamation in 
his bewilderment at the announcement that, at their advanced age, and after so 
long, Sarah would become pregnant, and God’s response (bolded), 
 
 “And Abraham said to God, ‘Oh that Ishmael might live 
before you!’  God said, ‘ No, but Sarah your wife shall bear you a 
son, and you shall call his name Isaac.  I will establish my covenant 
with him as an everlasting covenant for his offspring after him.  As 
for Ishmael, I have heard you; behold, I have blessed him 
and will make him fruitful and multiply him greatly. He 
shall father twelve princes, and I will make him into a 
great nation. But I will establish my covenant with Isaac, 
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whom Sarah shall bear to you at this time next year.” (Gen. 
17:18-21) 
 
 
As the name-“Yishma-El” (meaning “God will hear”) indicates, God heard 
Abraham’s prayer for his firstborn son, Ishmael.  He would be blessed and father 
twelve rulers, sheikhs or chieftains, who would become progenitors of great 
“nations.” Their names and record of their multiplication in fulfillment of this 
promise is stated later, 
 
 “These are the names of the sons of Ishmael, named in the 
order of their birth: Nebaioth, the firstborn of Ishmael; and Kedar, 
Adbeel, Mibsam, Mishma, Dumah, Massa, Hadad, Tema, Jetur, 
Naphish, and Kedemah. These are the sons of Ishmael and these are 
their names, by their villages and by their encampments, twelve 
princes according to their tribes.” (Gen. 25:12-16)  
 
[*NOTE: For a sneak preview of God’s intended destiny, and the salvation of at least a 
remnant of Ishmael’s tribes in the latter days, see Isaiah 60: 1-7. They will come up to 
Zion to worship the LORD in fellowship with the redeemed of Israel and the nations. I 
elaborate briefly in point #6 in the “Some Conclusions and Implications” section at the 
end of this article.] 
  
These rulers are the biological ancestors of a large segment of today’s Arab people 
groups. And even for the majority of those who are not their natural descendents, 
Ishmael and his sons are their spiritual or identificational forefathers. Note the 
significance of the number twelve.  This number is intentionally equal to the 
number of Jacob’s sons, from whom came the twelve tribes of Israel. The 
implication is that God’s intent was to bless Ishmael as much as Isaac, though 
their blessings are different.   
 
We may conclude that if the peoples descending from each son—Arabs and 
Jews— would settle with their designated blessings in this life and for the Age to 
Come, accept their call and destiny before God; then the hostility and conflict 
would cease. God designated Isaac’s line to be that through which redemption of 
the nations would come (through the Messiah, of Jacob and Judah’s line). The 
blessing to Isaac includes the land of Canaan, the land of Israel, 
 
“And I will establish my covenant between me and you and your 
offspring after you throughout their generations for an everlasting 
covenant, to be God to you and to your offspring after you. And I 
will give to you and to your offspring after you the land of your 
sojournings, all the land of Canaan, for an everlasting possession, 
and I will be their God.” (Gen. 17:7-8) 
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In confirmation of this blessing of the land, we note Jacob’s final blessing to 
Joseph, reflecting the confirmation of the blessing given to Jacob, 
 
“And Jacob said to Joseph, ‘God Almighty appeared to me at Luz in 
the land of Canaan and blessed me, and said to me, ‘Behold, I will 
make you fruitful and multiply you, and I will make of you a 
company of peoples and will give this land to your offspring after 
you for an everlasting possession.’ ” (Gen. 48:3-4) 
 
The land of Canaan is Isaac’s and Jacob’s/Israel’s inheritance. This is reiterated 
several times in Scripture. See for example, 
 
“... the covenant that he made with Abraham,  his sworn promise to 
Isaac, which he confirmed to Jacob as a statute,  to Israel as an 
everlasting covenant, saying, “To you I will give the land of 
Canaan  as your portion for an inheritance.”(Psalm 105:9-11) 

See also Stephen’s speech in Acts 7, where he recounts the promise of the land, 
specifically in the context of the line of Isaac (7:5-8). Ishmael’s tribes were 
allotted much larger tracts of land than was Canaan, in proximity to Isaac and 
Israel’s tribes, as we will see below.  The land of Canaan/Israel is a small sliver 
compared to the vast lands of Ishmael’s tribes—Egypt, Lebanon, Syria, Jordan, 
Iraq, Saudi Arabia, Yemen, Kuwait and the Gulf States—and as modern times 
have shown the $ multi-billions in oil wealth in those lands.  The land of Israel’s 
natural resource wealth pales in comparison. Ishmael’s people should not seek to 
claim Isaac/Israel’s land blessing but be content with their own. And Isaac’s 
people should not denigrate the greatness and dignity of Ishmael’s people, 
blessings and destiny. 
 
There is a joke by the Israeli cartoonist, Kirschner, who writes “Dry Bones,” that 
shows a cartoon of Moses looking up at God on Mount Sinai, and he says, “The 
Arabs get all the oil, and we have to cut off the ends of our what?”   This, as most 
humor, exaggerates and skews reality to a degree, but does highlight a 
perspective pointing to the this-world material blessings of the Arab peoples. 
 
 
The Tragedy of Hagar and the Blessing of the God Who Saw Her 
Plight and Heard Her Cries 
 
The God of Abraham heard Ishmael’s mother’s cries and prayers as well as 
Abraham’s. Hagar the Egyptian is unique in Biblical history. Twice God 
intervened to save this Egyptian slave woman in her distress. She is the first 
woman recorded in Scripture to whom a divine messenger (“The Angel”) is sent. 
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Within the historical memory of Israel traced to their father Abraham, she is the 
first woman to bear a child. She is the first—and apart from Sarah, the only— 
woman to receive a divine promise of descendents (Gen.16: 10). God surely 
cared for and honored this woman and her son. She is the first woman recorded 
to receive and hear an annunciation of a birth, prior to that of Isaac, a prototype 
of that given to the mother of the Messiah. Note the similar form in the 
annunciations, 
 

 

“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. He 
shall be a wild donkey of a man;...” (Gen. 16:11-12a). 

And, 

  “And the angel said to her, “Do not be afraid, Mary, for you 
have found favor with God. And behold, you will conceive in your 
womb and bear a son, and you shall call his name Jesus. He will be 
great and will be called the Son of the Most High.” (Luke 1:30-32a) 

In fact, Jewish scholar Menachem M. Kasher states,  
 
 “Hagar was one of the nine righteous women proselytes of the Bible.”  
  
 (“Genesis,” in Encyclopedia of Biblical Interpretation, ed. Harry Freedman, [New 
 York: American Biblical Encyclopedia Society, 1955], 2:219.)  
 
 
Faltering and Failing in the Family 
 
Now, having argued the above, we must also observe that neither Hagar nor 
Abraham or Sarah was morally perfect. They all had sinful attitudes and actions 
at times.  These resulted in a tragic situation for Hagar and her son. 
 
 “And he [Abram] went in to Hagar, and she conceived. And 
when she saw that she had conceived, she looked with contempt on 
her mistress.” (Gen. 16:4) (ESV) 
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Robert Alter, in his fine literary translation of the Hebrew (“The Five Books of 
Moses” W.W. Norton, N.Y. 2004), translates it thus, 
 
 “...and she gave her to Abram her husband as a wife. And he 
came to bed with Hagar and she conceived and she saw that she had 
conceived and her mistress seemed slight in her eyes.” (Gen. 16:3b-4) 
 
The Hebrew “contempt” and “slight in her eyes” is “kal” meaning in this context, 
“of light weight or value.”  We can translate it, “became little in her eyes.” Once 
pregnant with Abram’s child, the social status of Hagar changed from “shifchah” 
(concubine) to “isha” (wife), and so it was only natural that Hagar would begin to 
view Sarai with diminished honor, an inevitable devaluation of her mistress, and 
begin to feel pride at her elevated status as the one carrying Abram’s long 
awaited firstborn and heir. From the Hebrew, we cannot say that Hagar was 
hostile or nasty to Sarai.  She may have refrained from doing some of the house 
chores she normally had done for Sarai. Hagar may have said hurtful things, but 
it is likely that the hostility was largely from Sarai’s side, due to her awakened 
jealousy and feelings of devaluation. We can be sure that Abram began to treat 
Hagar with more tender affection, as she was carrying his precious heir. In any 
case the situation was a sure set up for conflict. 
 
   “And Sarai said to Abram, ‘This outrage against me is because 
of you! I myself put my slavegirl in your embrace and when she saw 
she had conceived, I became slight in her eyes. Let the LORD judge 
between you and me!’” (Gen. 16:5) (Alter) 
 
Sarai anger boiled over. She blames her husband for the consequences of her 
own proposal to have a child through Hagar. She charges that the naturally 
elevates status of Hagar was an “outrage”  (“chamas” in Hebrew) against her. 
Cleary, Sarai shifts responsibility and plays the victim here, and lays 
inappropriate charges upon both Abram and Hagar.  
 
In response Abram puts the matter back in the hands of Sarai, 
 
 “And Abram said to Sarai, ‘Look, your slavegirl is in your 
hands. Do to her whatever you think is right.  And Sarai harassed 
her and she fled from her.” (Gen. 16:6) (Alter) 
 
 “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.” (Gen. 16:6) (ESV)  
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Abram surely should have been more protective and caring of the woman he 
impregnated with his firstborn. He seems to quickly dismiss his marital 
relationship with Hagar, calling her “your slavegirl,“ almost washing his hands of 
the matter for domestic peace. He puts her completely in the power of his angry 
wife. Sarai take out her anger on Hagar by harassing and tormenting her to the 
point that Hagar felt she had to flee. Abram passively allows all this. Sarai sinned 
against Hagar in afflicting her; Abram sinned against her in permitting it. 
 
Sin brings loss all around. So the pregnant slave girl is driven into the harsh, 
barren desert waste. Sadly, Hagar lost a home, Sarai lost her servant, Abram lost 
his second wife and expected firstborn child. 
 
Hagar’s Cries in the Night 
 
In the desert waste, God heard, cared and responded. The Angel of the LORD 
found her by a spring of water 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.’ The angel of the Lord said to her, ‘Return to your mistress 
and submit to her.’” (Gen. 16:8-9) 
 
Hagar’s answer, calling Sarai her “mistress” may reflect humility on her part, 
acknowledging her lowly state. In any case, when she is told to go back to her 
mistress and submit under her hand—submit to the same woman who so harshly 
treated her—she goes back, apparently under the same conditions. What choice 
had she really?  But immediately the Angel gives her comfort by the promise 
parallel to that given the patriarchs Abraham, Isaac and Jacob, 
 
 “I will surely multiply your offspring so that they cannot be 
numbered for multitude.” (16:10) 
 
This is evidence of great favor from the LORD upon her and her son, whose 
name was to be called—“Yishma-El” which means “God will hear.” Indeed, He 
did. 
 
The Ishmael Oracle 
 
Next in the flow of the narrative, in he same divine encounter between the Angel 
of the LORD and Hagar, comes what is called “The Ishmael Oracle.”  This has 
been a source of much misinterpretation, misuse and abuse, as these traits of 
Ishmael have been interpreted as completely negative and demeaning, and then 
generalized and applied to the Arab peoples as a whole. In full, it states, 
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”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.   

He shall be a wild donkey [Heb. - “pere adam”] of a man,   
 
his hand against every one and every one's hand against him,   
 
and he shall dwell over against [Heb. -“al panei,” literally, “in the 
face of “] all his kinsmen.” (Gen. 16:11-12) (ESV) 
 
Hagar is desperate, destitute, and she is being told to go back to the same 
conditions. This revelation to her is meant to comfort her in her affliction. We find 
the hope and comfort factor govern the interpretation. God's hearing was active, 
He was responding to relieve her affliction (just as His hearing was active when 
he responded to Israel's cries of affliction in Egypt in Exodus. The same Hebrew 
word for affliction is used in Exodus for Israel’s affliction as is used here). 
 
The words of promise—“I will surely multiply your offspring so that they cannot 
be numbered for multitude” of verse 10 surely were comforting, as well as the 
name given him- the promise that “God Will Hear.” But what of he traits next 
described for her son? 
 
The oracle is intended to be words of comfort to Hagar, affirming that God has 
heard her in her affliction. But this would be cold comfort to a mother if her son's 
condition reflects God's curse, or if they would demean her son.  How could she 
endure returning to the harsh conditions without God’s comfort in a promise of 
something very good that will come in consolation? 
 
The LORD gave Hagar three characteristics that would portray her son.  The 
syntactical structure of the words bear out that the first two traits—that he will be 
a “wild donkey of a man,” and that “his hand against every one and every one’s 
hand against him”—are closely dependent on each other, as there is no 
conjunction separating them in Hebrew. Both these traits stem out of each other, 
the second being a logical implication of the first. Thus these two predictions 
describe a set of life conditions, and a God-ordained lifestyle, if you will, for 
Ishmael and his tribes. Each trait has good strengths, and can become sinful 
weaknesses. I will explain as I interpret the three characteristics below. 
 
An Ass of a Man? 
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Such a notion as this subtitle is exactly how many have interpreted this— 
Ishmael will be an asshole of a man (sorry for the crudeness, but it was 
necessary).  
 
The first trait— “He shall be a wild donkey [Heb. - “pere adam”] of a man” must 
also be understood in the context of comfort. The theme of comfort extends 
to verse 12 as well, as the connecting conjunctive waw  (the Hebrew letter) links 
it to verse 11.  The Angel of the LORD exhorts her to return and submit to 
Sarah's affliction, "under her hand." This would include her likely abuse and 
humiliation.  The Angel then, knowing she would return, gives her hope and thus 
further encouragement and comfort that will compensate for the suffering and 
strengthen her to endure her state of slavery. The birth itself would hardly give 
hope and be a comfort if she was being told her son would be an obnoxious ass, 
as the term “wild donkey of a man” is often interpreted to mean by Christians.   
 
Rather, what is being evoked here is the image of the beautiful, wild, untamed 
ancient “onager,” or Asian Wild Ass, a symbol of freedom and mastery of his 
territory. The ancient Arabian onager, now nearly extinct, was admired as a swift, 
beautiful, free and strong master of his desert environment. The onager could 
outrun any predator. This was intended as a desirable image, as it symbolized 
these necessary traits that Ishmael would need to thrive in the harsh lands of his 
heritage. 
 
 
 

 
 

Wild Asian Ass, or Onager. 
 
 
*NOTE: This trait embodies a reversal of Hagar’s slavery; But her son will be 
free, a “pere adam,” a man of the wild, free ranging. 
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The second trait— “his hand against every one and every one's hand against 
him” may seem the most equivocal of the traits, the most ambiguous in terms of 
being a blessing. But since it is linked closely without conjunctions to the first 
trait, it describes part of the necessary pluck, aggressiveness, toughness, and 
shrewdness that will be necessary to thrive in a tough environment. Such traits 
will at times provoke confrontation with others as they stand up and contend for 
their interests. This trait has been abused historically by indulging in unnecessary 
violence, raids and conquest by the Arabs and Muslims. When they have oft 
succumbed to the dark side of this trait, rivers of blood have been shed in 
murders and carnage in wars and conquests, non only of non-Muslim out-groups, 
but among Arabs and Muslims themselves in internecine rivalry and violence. But 
the trait seen in its best light is one of strength. 
 
Any one familiar with the history of the Arab peoples knows that this accurately 
describes their history and culture over the centuries. The truth of the oracle has 
been played out in the arena of history.  
 
Consider this description about Arab survival from David Samuel Morgoliouth, 
who was Jewish and an Anglican scholar and was Laudian professor of Arabic at 
the University of Oxford from 1889 to 1937, 
 
“We hear of no immigrations into Arabia, whereby successive settlers have 
ousted or submerged each other, as has been the case on most of the countries 
which we have chronicles, such as India or Persia, Greece, Italy, or England. 
Invaders have rarely succeeded in penetrating the deserts, which guard the 
country, and such success as they have had has been ephemeral.  The 
peninsula has sent out conquering hordes, perhaps more than once on the scale 
which followed the rise of Islam; its own population, the inhabitants of its oases, 
have never been swamped or forced back by conquering immigrants. 
Ethnologically speaking, its population has remained the same through the 
ages.”   
 (The Relations Between Arabs and Israelites Prior to the Rise of Islam, 
 London, Oxford University Press, 1924, p.1) 
 
*NOTE:  This trait embodies a reversal of Hagar’s powerlessness. But her son 
will be empowered to fight for the preservation of his freedom and of his survival 
and way of life. 
 
The third trait— “he shall dwell over against [Heb. -“al panei,” literally, “in the 
face of “] all his kinsmen.”   This is best interpreted in a geographical sense, to 
mean that he will dwell in the presence of (which plays on the motif of “face,” in 
the presence of”), that is, in proximity to his brother Isaac’s people; the lands of 
Ishmael will be nearby the land of Canaan. They will thrive, and not disappear 
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nor migrate to another part of the world. The elect line of Isaac cannot get rid of 
these cousins. 
 
Hagar may have to live as a slave, but her son would be a free and powerful 
nomad, able to thrive under the harsh bellicose conditions of their nomadic 
existence. He and his descendents would be granted much land, and will always 
live nearby.  
 
*NOTE: This trait embodies a reversal of Hagar’s alienation. Hagar was driven 
from “the face”, the presence, of Sarai and Abram. Sarai wanted to get rid of her. 
But her son and his tribes will always be in the presence of his brother Isaac’s 
tribes. 2 
 
The fact that Hagar immediately exalts the LORD after she hears this oracle is 
evidence that she understood it as good news and not a curse. She immediately 
exalts the LORD, naming Him by the experience of her encounter with Him,  
 
 “So she called the name of the Lord who spoke to her, “El Roi” 
(You are a God Who sees Me), for she said, ‘Truly here I have seen 
him who looks after me.’ Therefore the well was called “Beer-lahai-

                                                
2  The Jacob Oracles (Genesis 49), or blessings, given by Jacob in the form of charges to 
his twelve sons as he lay dying should be noted at this point, by way of comparison, with 
the Ishmael Oracle. These blessings are similar in literary form— employing poetic 
images of animal and vegetable as metaphors to describe the traits of the twelve sons and 
their tribal descendants—to the Ishmael Oracle. Many of the images for Jacob/Israel’s 
sons are less complimentary that that of the “wild donkey” used for Ishmael— Judah is a 
“lion’s whelp” (49:9), Issachar is a “strong donkey, crouching between hearths” (49:14, 
Alter), Dan will be a “snake on the road” (49:17), Naphtali is a “doe let loose” (49:21), 
Benjamin is a “ravening wolf” (49:27). Colorful characters all.   
 In fact, contrary to Ishmael, Simeon and Levi are cursed, “cursed be their fury so 
fierce, and their wrath so remorseless! I will divide them in Jacob, disperse them in 
Israel.” (49:7), this was because of the sordid incident of the rape of Dinah, and the 
violent massacre of the village of Shechem that followed (Genesis 34). After Dinah was 
raped by Shechem, son of Hamor, Simeon and Levi led in a negotiated for a settlement 
with Hamor’s tribe about the issue. But they deceptively promised that if all the males of 
Hamor’s tribe would be circumcised, that Jacob’s tribe would agree to exchange 
daughters as wives and “we will dwell with you and become one people” (34:16). 
Hamor’s tribe agreed. But then on the third day after the circumcision, when the men 
were still sore, Simeon and Levi attacked the village with the sword, killed all the males, 
plundered the village, taking all their wealth and their wives and children (34:25-29).  
Surely this shameful incident of disproportionate bloody vengeance in early Israelite 
history is of comparable character to the many perpetrated by marauding Bedouin tribes 
and later Muslim sects of which Arab history is replete.  
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roi” (The Well of the Living One Who Sees Me”); it lies between 
Kadesh and Bered.” (Gen. 16:13-14) 
 
The pronouncement is explicitly and unequivocally stated as promise and 
blessing and not a curse in Genesis 17:18, at the circumcision scene when after 
Abraham cries out- "Oh that Ishmael might live before me!"  (meaning, that he 
might be the heir, the promised seed).   God says, 
 

“God said, “No [the Hebrew is “aval”- “but,” its meaning could 
equally be rendered- “yes, but”], but Sarah your wife shall bear you a 
son, and you shall call his name Isaac. I will establish my covenant 
with him as an everlasting covenant for his offspring after him. As 
for Ishmael, I have heard you; behold, I have blessed him and will 
make him fruitful and multiply him greatly. He shall father twelve 
princes, and I will make him into a great nation. But I will establish 
my covenant with Isaac, whom Sarah shall bear to you at this time 
next year.” 

When he had finished talking with him, God went up from Abraham. 
Then Abraham took Ishmael his son and all those born in his house 
or bought with his money, every male among the men of Abraham's 
house, and he circumcised the flesh of their foreskins that very day, 
as God had said to him.” (Gen. 17:18-23) 
 
Let us remember here that Ishmael was a circumcised son of Abraham’s family, 
the sign of the covenant in his flesh. He grew up in Abraham’s home, 
worshipping the true God. What is striking is that even though circumcision is not 
commanded in the Qur’an, Muslims have followed this pattern through history 
and circumcise their male children.  
 
 “And the child grew and was weaned. And Abraham made a 
great feast on the day that Isaac was weaned. 9 But Sarah saw the 
son of Hagar the Egyptian, whom she had borne to Abraham, 
laughing.  10 So she said to Abraham, “Cast out this slave woman 
with her son, for the son of this slave woman shall not be heir with 
my son Isaac.” 11 And the thing was very displeasing to Abraham 
on account of his son. 12 But God said to Abraham, “Be not 
displeased because of the boy and because of your slave woman. 
Whatever Sarah says to you, do as she tells you, for through Isaac 
shall your offspring be named. 13 And I will make a nation of the 
son of the slave woman also, because he is your offspring.” 14 So 
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Abraham rose early in the morning and took bread and a skin of 
water and gave it to Hagar, putting it on her shoulder, along with 
the child, and sent her away. And she departed and wandered in the 
wilderness of Beersheba.” (Gen. 21: 8-14) 
 
So again, thirteen years later, Sarah again has her way and Hagar and her son 
are again, and finally, expelled from the house of Abraham. It was painful and 
distressing for Abraham to have to send Hagar and Ishmael away, indicating that 
he loved them very much (21:11). Though Sarah’s harshness was unnecessary, 
God does now affirm Sarah's demand that they be sent away, because Isaac 
must be the heir of the covenant line.  In the customs of the ancient Near East, 
had Hagar and her son stayed indefinitely in the household, there would have 
been eventual conflict, especially as the time for dividing the inheritance came. 
The firstborn son of the house may even have had legal rights to the inheritance. 
Sarah foresaw the conflict and took measures to ensure Hagar’s son would not 
displace her son, Isaac, as the heir of Abraham, Additionally, God’s providential 
purposes for Ishmael in history (the twelve chieftains, “pere adam,” wild nomad, 
etc.) could not have been have been implemented in Abraham’s house.  
 
 Yet, God reassures Abraham, "Yet I will make a nation of the son of the 
bondwoman, because he is your seed."  (21:13). What a beautiful touch of 
comfort by the God who called Abraham his “friend.” 
 
 “And God was with the boy, and he grew up. He lived in the 
wilderness and became an expert archer [Alter translates it- “he 
became a seasoned bowman”]. He lived in the wilderness of Paran, 
and his mother took a wife for him from the land of Egypt.” (Gen. 
21:20-21) 
 
Later, when Abraham died, Ishmael, together with his brother Isaac, came 
together to respectfully bury their father.  Ishmael showed the proper honor to his 
father, (Gen. 25:8-9).  He was not rebellious or estranged, but a son who 
honored his father, and got along with his younger brother Isaac, despite what he 
could have interpreted as his unfavored status. He would seem to qualify for the 
Genesis 12:3 blessing to Abraham—“I will bless those who bless you, and I will 
curse him who curses you”...”— on this fact alone, apart from the oracles and 
promised blessings of greatness, land, and strength. 
 
Some Conclusions and Implications 
 
1) It is clear we must not understand Ishmael as generally under a curse. 
However, later the descendents of Esau (who married Mahalat, a daughter of 
Ishmael, Gen. 28:9, and so the descendents of Esau came to be identified with 
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the Arab tribes of Ishmael), especially through Amalek (Genesis 36:16), would 
curse Isaac's and Jacob’s people, the Israelites, and so come under curse. See 
Exodus 17, esp. verses 13-16 for the severe divine judgment they came under 
(cf. Num. 20:24; Deut.25: 17-19; Judges 6:3-5). Recall that Agag, the king whom 
Samuel the Prophet personally executed with the sword was an Amalekite (I 
Samuel 15:33), and the evil Haman of the Scroll of Esther was of the same 
Amalekite descent (Esther 3:1ff). But not so, Ishmael and his line as such, as 
many Christians and Jews think. We as believing Christians and Jews must pray 
for the Arabs peoples to appropriate the promises to Ishmael and indeed to 
Abraham— through faith in his Greater Seed, the Messiah—so they will be 
redeemed from the curses that those in the Amalekite spirit and tradition have 
come under. Those contemporary Arabs and Muslims, who are of that 
violent, radical Islamic, Israel-hating spirit, if they do not repent, will 
eventually be “blotted out” from under heaven (Exodus 17: 14). 
 
2) We should be grateful to Ishmael and Hagar for the lessons we learn 
from Ishmael’s birth and life, for they provide important, early theological 
teaching for the people of God. Given the time that had passed for Abraham 
and Sarah waiting for the pregnancy, the lack of specificity until later that it must 
be Sarah's womb, and the acceptance of surrogate maternity as a practice, the 
decision to finally use Hagar was understandable. But the failure of this human 
pragmatic attempt to produce the child of promise for world redemption became 
one of God's ways of teaching the world that attempt to fulfill the promise by 
human effort and reason alone, is not God's way to fulfill the promise-commission 
of Genesis 12:1-3.   
 
3) Ishmael should not be viewed as a mistake and thus demeaned in his 
human dignity and worth (as he often is by Christians and Jews, because of 
the violence of those in the Amalekite spirit); just as children born of unwanted 
pregnancies today should not be viewed as mistakes, and rejected.  Each human 
being, made in the Image of God, for whom Christ died, has great value and 
dignity. God had/has a plan and purpose for Ishmael and his line of descendents; 
the "great nation" that came from him has a divine destiny because he is 
Abraham's seed. God works in all things, even in decisions that have bad 
consequences, to bring forth good and to further his purposes for those who love 
Him (Romans 8:28). 
 
4) Both sons—Isaac and Ishmael— and the peoples that descend from 
them today, Jews and Arabs, have blessings and a prophetic destiny in 
God’s plan.  What each must do is affirm their own calling, heritage, blessings 
and destiny; each their own different blessings, and not envy and seek to usurp 
the others blessings and heritage. Redeemed Arabs and Jews can work toward 
the day when they, as children of Abraham’s promise, will be “heirs of the world,” 
“through the righteousness of faith.” (Romans 4:13). 
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5) Pro-Israel Christians/ Christian Zionists can know that to bless the 
Jewish people does not mean we must curse the Arabs. God is quite capable 
of cursing those He chooses without help from us. We must love all Abraham’s 
children. While we must support our government’ s firm military stand against 
radical, violent Islamic terrorism, and support Israel’s right to the Land as 
promised to Isaac and Jacob, we must affirm the promises to Ishmael and God’s 
prophetic plan to bless him and his line. We should see the Arab people, 
especially individuals, not as under the curse of Amalek/radical Islam, but as 
noble sons and daughters of Abraham, calling them forth in faith to that position. 
 
6) Ishmael’s line, the Arabic peoples have a promised eschatological, or 
latter day’s blessing and God-ordained destiny, in addition to their 
blessings in this life and This Age. Christians and Jews must work and 
pray for the fulfillment of these promises, for their redemption.   
 
Think for a moment before meditating on the Biblical prophecies below—The 
greatest feast of Islam, Id al-Adha, occurs at the end of the Hajj, the annual 
pilgrimage to Mecca. Each Muslim is required to participate in a sacrifice that 
commemorates Abraham’s willingness to offer up his son as a sacrifice to God. 
The sacrifice occurs on the same date among Muslims throughout the world, 
pilgrims in Mecca as well as Muslims in their own homes. Thus all Muslims are 
linked to, and re-enact their connection to the family of Abraham through this 
feast.  The Qur’an has it, and thus it is Muslim tradition that it was Ishmael that 
Abraham was commanded by Allah to sacrifice. Bible-believers know full well 
that the “Akedah” (as the sacrifice is called in Jewish tradition), did not occur in 
Mecca, but on Mount Moriah in the Land of Israel, and it was Isaac, not Ishmael 
who was the designated sacrifice (Gen. 22:2). Ishmael had been expelled from 
the home years before (Gen. 21:14). But as skewed as these Muslim beliefs are, 
they embody a profound insight and hope. 
  
Missionary to Muslims, Don McCurry states,  
 “Deep within the psyche of Muhammad and the Arab people, and 
subsequently all Muslims, whether Arab or not, is an intense longing to be 
counted in the family of Abraham, the Friend of God.”  (2001:29). And indeed, a 
large remnant of them shall be so counted. We see in Isaiah’s visions, 
 

 “In that day there will be a highway from Egypt to Assyria, 
and Assyria will come into Egypt, and Egypt into Assyria, and the 
Egyptians will worship with the Assyrians. 

In that day Israel will be the third with Egypt and Assyria, a 
blessing in the midst of the earth, 25 whom the Lord of hosts has 
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blessed, saying, “Blessed be Egypt my people, and Assyria the work 
of my hands, and Israel my inheritance.” (Isaiah 19:23-25)  
 
And,  
 
 “Lift up your eyes all around, and see; they all gather together, 
they come to you;   your sons shall come from afar, and your 
daughters shall be carried on the hip. 

Then you shall see and be radiant;   your heart shall thrill and 
exult,    because the abundance of the sea shall be turned to you, the 
wealth of the nations shall come to you. 

A multitude of camels shall cover you, the young camels of Midian 
and Ephah;  all those from Sheba shall come. They shall bring 
gold and frankincense, and shall bring good news, the praises of the 
Lord. 

All the flocks of Kedar shall be gathered to you; the rams of 
Nebaioth shall minister to you; they shall come up with acceptance 
on my altar, and I will beautify my beautiful house.” (Isaiah 60:4-7) 

All the proper names mentioned in this vision are names of descendents of either 
Keturah, Abraham’s later wife (Gen.25; 1-2, 4), or of Ishmael. Kedar and 
Nebaioth were actually Ishmael’s sons (Gen. 25:13). (See Gen. 25:12-16) 
 
Thus, at the dawning of the Messianic Age, or shortly before, but sometime in the 
future, the sons of the twelve chieftains of the Arabian deserts will come in 
masses to offer praise and acceptable offerings to the God of Abraham, Ishmael, 
Isaac, and Jacob—through the Messiah that came through Isaac’s line. 
Abraham’s house shall be full, and fully redeemed. This can only mean that there 
will be massive turnings to Jesus the Messiah among the Muslim Arab peoples of 
the Middle East, sometime in the future. Furthering this realization of Ishmael’s 
promised destiny is one of the major missiological challenges and tasks for the 
evangelical Christian movement and the mission enterprise in the 21st century.  
----------- 
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London: Macmillan, 1970. 
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Penguin Books, 1986. 
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Ivan R. Dee, 1989, 2002, 2009. 
 
 
 
 
 


