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 I’ve watched less of the Olympics this time. We’ve been busy as a 
family and I am disheartened when I encounter the athletes, 
commentators and commercial sponsors making the sports into 
woke social and political sermonettes.  

 However, being able to stream specific sports means I have found 
two that I have enjoyed in a new way. They have something in 
common that makes me feel them in my muscles, joints and bones.  

 They are both racquet sports—well one is actually a paddle sport—
they are badminton and table tennis.  

 I’ve enjoyed both before even though we called table tennis “ping 
pong” in the slower, less-competitive form we played without 
apologizing for winning lucky points when the ball hit the net and 
made it over tricking our opponents. 

 And, our badminton was a much slower, backyard game played with 
plastic birdies rather than shuttlecocks made from cork, leather and 
16 goose feathers plucked from the left wing of geese and trimmed 
to perfection.  

 These sports fascinated me this time around because they have in 
common for me a sense of being played with great power under 
precise control—great power under precise control for a very specific, 
intended purpose. 

 It may be false reasoning on my part. I suspect Dave Wilson, a true 
table tennis player among us, could tell me. However, I believe the 
reason it appears to me that these sports are more popular in Asian 
cultures has to do with the different ways eastern and western 
cultures deal with power. It would make a phenomenal cultural 
study that I suspect has already been done by someone somewhere.  

 Great power under precise control for a specific purpose. Whom do 
we believers know that operates in this world in exactly that mode? 
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 God operates this way even when we can’t sense the infinite power 
behind his work, recognize His absolute precision in the visible 
circumstances of His process or correlate what he has done with His 
very specific purpose. 

 In many circumstances of life, we are called on to know what God is 
like from his self-revelation in his Word and then to live by faith that 
he is like he says even when we are unable to see it with flesh-eyes. 

 Sometimes all we can do is sense in our spiritual muscles the feeling 
of the presence of a very fine but powerful touch of the paddle or 
the artful, precise flick of the racquet. It is often too fast and too 
divine for us to register the cause and effect in human terms. 

 By-the-way, if your mind wanders as you are listening this morning, 
with one part of your brain consider why it is that so many 
American’s like unsubtle, power sports such as football and ice 
hockey…And consider why it might be that American basketball has 
become a nearly unrecognizable contact sport where power is made 
obvious…And  why it is that the quintessential gentlemanly, 
American sport of the past, baseball, is less popular today. 

 But please keep at least part of your brain on the text for this 
morning because, along these lines, I think it is meant to teach a 
lesson about God and his precise use of infinite power for a very 
specific purpose in this world. 

 To see this lesson I had to ask myself where we are at in the story 
told by the book of Genesis. Specifically we are at a time in Abraham 
and Sarah’s life just following the birth of the promised son of faith, 
Isaac. 

 We’ll consider that in just a moment. However, I needed to ask again 
where we are at in the bigger picture of the whole story to come to a 
place I was satisfied why it is that the Israelites about to enter the 
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Promised land needed to be told this specific information by the 
author, Moses. 

 It is easy for me to forget that events and the timeline of those 
events flowed differently for the people we meet in Genesis. Early 
on, people lived so much longer that, at one point, there were 9 
generations alive at once overlapping for a period of 56 years. Adam 
was still alive when Noah’s dad Lamech was growing up. Methuselah 
lived from the near the middle of Adam’s life until the flood in 
Noah’s life. 

 By the time of Abraham, human lifespans were much shorter but 
Shem, who personally experienced the destruction and salvation of 
the flood of Noah’s day was still alive when Abram left Ur of the 
Chaldees and became Abraham, the man of faith. 

 I don’t know if they all new each other, I suspect they did not, but 
oral traditions of world history  had still living eyewitnesses to things 
like the flood even in Abraham’s day even 3 to 4 centuries later. 

 Abraham knew the powerful works of God that we know recorded in 
Scripture even though they were not yet written down. 

 He knew his God was the powerful Creator of the universe and 
banisher of the first humans from Eden.  

 He knew his God was the powerful destroyer of Babel and the 
divider of all humanity confusing and spreading them across the 
earth. 

 He knew his God was the God who cleansed the earth saving only 
the humans Noah and his family in the ark. Maybe His grandma—his 
own nana or mimi, told him what it was like growing up after the 
earth was cleansed by God’s judgment. That story of powerful 
judgment by God was probably still quite fresh in the minds of all 
humans. That is why we have flood stories, albeit perverted ones 
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from those who didn’t honor the name of the LORD God, in so many 
ancient records. 

 Abraham himself had seen firsthand the powerful judgement of 
Sodom and the surrounding cities by the God he trusted and 
worshipped. 

 Abraham knew his God was a God of great, even infinite power. He 
knew his God sometimes displayed that power in wide-ranging 
absolute judgement of human beings who corrupted their reason for 
existence.  

 So, is this what Abraham’s certainly powerful God is like? Is this the 
controlling attribute of his nature—God is the powerful judging 
God?  

 In researching this, I ran across and article that discussed a book by 
Timothy Jennings. I know nothing about him or the book but the title 
intrigued me. The book is called, The God-Shaped Brain. It seems 
Jennings concludes that the way we think about God doesn’t simply 
change our thinking about life. He believes it actually changes the 
brains or the way we do our thinking. 

 I’m not sure he is correct but I am sure there is nothing that shapes 
our lives as belivers—as God’s children—any more than how we 
view our Father, God. 

 This was true for Abraham. It was also true for that next generation 
of Israelites, about to enter the Promised Land by faith in this God. 
What is their God—our God-like? 

 Consider another snippet of information telling what the LORD, the 
God of Abraham is like in part of Genesis 21. The first 7 verses of the 
chapter told us that God is a God of grace who is able to carry out his 
plan and even use us in that plan even when we have laughed a bit 
in unbelief. God is a God of grace—for whom nothing is too 
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wonderful—nothing beyond possibility, even when we humans can’t 
picture it—can’t imagine it. 

 Now in connection with this gracious birth of Isaac we learn more 
about Abraham’s and Israel’s and our God in verses 8-20. Please let 
me read them to you. READ Genesis 21:8-20 

 Isaac is born and survives his early years until it is time to be 
weaned. In those times, that was a good reason for a big party to 
celebrate making it that far in life. 

 The party touches a sore spot that will never heal. God had told 
Sarah and Abraham the tension created by their lack of faith and 
pragmatic human action with Hagar to produce the Promised-heir 
would never go away between the families. Now that tension comes 
to the forefront again. 

 Well, imagine a young teenage boy who used to be the “prince of 
the family” being reminded he is no longer prince of the family. You 
understand the response. He mocks the Promised son. That’s just 
what teenage boys tend to do. 

 Sarah will have none of it and responds, in what feels like to me a 
harsh way. But, notice how Moses uses this feeling of harshness 
through the whole passage. Moses knows the name of the son born 
of Hagar but he doesn’t highlight it. He never says Ishmael in the 
telling. It is always. “the boy” or “son” or some other generic 
reference.  

 The son of promise, Isaac, is to be highlighted as the inheritor of the 
Promises to Abraham. Sarah in here harshness speaks a reality of 
God’s perfect plan, “that slave woman’s son will never share in the 
inheritance with my son Isaac.” 

 The feeble attempts of human effort to make God’s plan happen will 
never contaminate the perfection of God’s precise eternal plan. But, 
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as God is working out that plan in time, with human beings, is he the 
all powerful, mostly-judging God who makes his choices and doesn’t 
care about those who seem to be left out of playing central parts in 
his plan? Does he just chew up people and spit them out with no 
regard for them? 

 We know he doesn’t even if some theologies try to paint God this 
way to make him look more powerful because he doesn’t have to 
care about people he doesn’t care to think about. 

 Abraham was distressed. This was his beloved teenage son and 
Sarah was putting him in a painful place. “Just cast him out!!” “Just 
get rid of him and forget about your son!!” 

 Then the powerful God of Creation Flood, Babel and Sodom—the 
God who has judged in great swathes of destruction—this same God 
mercifully comforts Abraham. “Sarah is right. Isaac is the son of 
Promise—the one I have chosen. We must keep that reality of the 
plan pure and pristine. However, in my mercy I will also bless that 
other son of yours (whose name shall not be spoken in this context) 
by making him into a nation. I do this out of my mercy for your sake 
Abraham!”  

 Abraham sends the boy and his mother away into a harsh 
environment of the Desert of Beersheba, separating them from the 
family of the Promise. He gives them only limited provisions. Does he 
know something? God has made a merciful promise. 

 Hagar evidently didn’t know what God had promised about her son. 
When the last human help provided by Abraham was gone, she 
expects no other help. She expects the cast-off boy she loves to die. 

 In his mercy, hearing the cries of a teenage boy—knowing the 
despair of a Father losing a son and a mother watching a son die, 
God provides his messenger. God reveals, that in his mercy, the boy 
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will not die in the desert but indeed become a great nation of people 
himself by God’s gracious blessing. 

 God has to open Hagar’s flesh eyes in order for her to see his 
provision of bountiful saving water It is an unseen well in the desert. 
Nothing is too marvelous for God including placing here-to-fore 
unseen wells in the desert that mercifully save those who are 
desperate and dying. 

 The story closes by first telling us that God was with the boy (whose 
name shall not be spoken) as he grew up. God kept his gracious 
promise made out of mercy.  

 Then we are told, he lived in the desert (no emphasis on him 
occupying the Promised Land) and he became an archer (a human 
worldly achievement but not the role of the Promised son). The final 
brush stroke tells us that this other son did indeed get a wife so that 
he could have a family that became a nation. However, that wife did 
not come from the line of those who Named the Lord God—those 
who were the people of faith. That wife came from the “world”—
from Egypt. 

 Of course, this short narrative points out the continuing, stark 
contrast that God makes clear through Genesis and actually through 
the rest of Scripture. God is always raising a people to fulfill their 
created purpose of being his image—his agents—representing him—
lifting His name over human autonomy and self-sufficiency. 

 God’s line of people will always be a people of faith rather than a 
people of great human ability and accomplishment even when that 
ability is exercised in trying to be pragmatic about making God’s 
plans happen for God. 

 This contrast of lineages is always a point of the theology because it 
is a reality of God’s plan. 
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 But, while we always keep that in mind, we find there are other 
truths here as well—truths about who God is and how he relates to 
human beings he has created. Some he has chosen for special 
purposes and others he has not. 

 As always, keep in mind this is not a heaven and hell choosing or 
issue. AND, keep in mind, even if you trusted Jesus a long, long time 
ago and your life to date hasn’t reflected this reality, as a believer, 
you are indeed a chosen one in Jesus Christ!” 

 As we are studying now with the “YUTES” in 1 Peter, those who have 
come to the living stone, Jesus Christ in faith, are as Peter says it, “a 
chosen people, a royal priesthood, a holy nation, a people 
belonging to God, that you may declare the praises of him who 
called you out of darkness into his wonderful light. (1 Peter 2:9) 

 As his people—his Isaac sons and daughters—by faith rather than by 
our own ability to make life happen, how are we to see our God? 

 He is powerful indeed. In fact, he is almighty. He judges sin with that 
almighty power.  

 However, in these days, I find it comforting to read in Genesis 21 and 
elsewhere in God’s word that God shows his power in ways other 
than judgment. God sometimes shows his almighty power by mercy 
because he is the merciful powerful God. 

 Again, this week, I found myself in the psalms of the Word of God to 
validate or invalidate my conclusion from this passage. That 
conclusion was that God wants us to know he is merciful. He has 
deep compassion. He loves them and cares when they are in need. A 
psalmists agrees... 

 Psalm 103:8-12 The LORD is merciful and gracious, slow to anger, 
and plenteous in mercy. He will not always chide: neither will he 
keep his anger for ever. He hath not dealt with us after our sins; nor 
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rewarded us according to our iniquities. For as the heaven is high 
above the earth, so great is his mercy toward them that fear him. 
As far as the east is from the west, so far hath he removed our 
transgressions from us. 

 Our God is a powerfully merciful God. He knows our human pain and 
our human struggles and answers our prayers when it is mercifully 
best to do so. He does that without us having to earn that mercy any 
more than we have to earn his grace. 

 He is merciful not just toward those chosen to fulfill his promises—
not just to the Isaacs but also to the Ishmaels—when it is best, he 
shows his mercy to all humans. 

 How do you see God and his power? I saw him in the table tennis 
and badminton because I saw in those a great power under precise 
control for a specific purpose. 

 The God of Abraham, the God of Israel, our God is not like other 
gods, past and present, that smash humans with their great power 
just to make the point they are powerful. Our God is the God of 
infinite power that is under His precise control that he uses to fulfill 
His perfect plans with their promises to humans. 

 I am so thankful that this means our God is and can be merciful 
because I need his mercy like never before. 

 When I pray for you and for me—for the needs that burden us—I 
pray for God’s powerful mercy. 

 If you will bear with me I have a song I want you to hear as you think 
about this a few minutes longer. The singer/songwriter is not a 
believer (at least not as far as I know). I do not know her or any more 
of her music so I do not endorse it in any way. She may even confuse 
the issue of hell but you’ll be able to understand that and correct for 
her potential mistake. STILL, this song touches me and I listen to it 



Series: “Genesis…The Beginning Continued” 
Sermon: “God’s Powerful Mercy” 
Text: genesis 21: 8-20 
RGGJR/FBCCS/8-1-21 UNEDITED 

10 
 

often both to remember God’s mercy toward me and my need to be 
merciful toward others if I want to be part of his people imaging him 
in this world where practicing displays of harsh power toward one 
another  is mostly what matters and defines success. (“Mercy Now” 
by Mary Gauthier) 

 Play the song and then I will come back before we sing and celebrate 
the Lord’s Supper. 


