
KEEPING HIS PROMISE 
Genesis 21:1-8 

 

 John D. Rockefeller made many memorable quotes that are worth reading and the 

philosophies behind these quotes may help to explain why he was successful.  One that comes to 

mind is “I believe in the sacredness of a promise, that a man’s word should be as good as his 

bond, that character – not wealth or power or position – is of supreme worth.”   How important is 

it to most of us that whatever someone tells us they will do that they actually do it?  Can you 

remember a time when the saying that “a man’s word is his bond” and “deals were sealed by a 

handshake” were the ways things were done?   

 In today’s world, we are never sure what is meant when someone tells us something.  

What they say and what they do may find limited agreement in the narrowest sense of the word, 

but our typical understanding of what is said and done is rarely fulfilled.  As a consequence, we 

have complex contracts that only lawyers understand and even they cannot agree about what was 

meant.  We have, in fact, become a society where integrity is a rare thing to find and where 

“spin” and deception are so commonplace that we think that we cannot trust anyone. 

 Several years ago, there was an attempted revival of the idea that “character counts.”  

That’s a great idea!  How is character learned or developed?  In the mid 1800s, Ralph Waldo 

Emerson wrote “Sow a thought and you reap an action; sow an act and you reap a habit; sow a 

habit and you reap a character; sow a character and you reap a destiny.”  While Emerson was not 

known for his orthodox Christian beliefs, his quote is certainly in agreement with the Scriptures. 

 While the process that Emerson described is a working hypothesis between “thought” and 

“destiny,” he did not address the quality of the thoughts that are inputs to our actions.  If our 

thoughts are based on truth, then the consequence of what emerges along the way should be 

good.  In the other hand, if thoughts are based on what is false, then the outcome can be totally 

disastrous.  This realization would lead us to “finding truth” as the top priority to enable the right 

destiny to be found.  “What is truth” is the question of the ages and was answered by Christ 

when He stated to the Father, “Thy word is truth” and when He declared to His disciples, “I am 

the Way, the Truth, and the Life.”   

 Since God is truth, then His promises are sure and settled in and for all time and eternity.  

We see an emphasis on the reliability of God’s word (promise) in the account of the birth of 

Isaac when God’s promises were fulfilled.  

 

God’s Promise Realized – 21:1-2 
1 

Then the LORD took note of Sarah as He had said, and the LORD did for Sarah as He had promised. 
2 

So Sarah 

conceived and bore a son to Abraham in his old age, at the appointed time of which God had spoken to him.  

Genesis 21:1-2 (NASB95) 
 Abraham and Sarah had waited for 25 years not knowing when or how God would act in 

their behalf.  They thought they knew and they thought that they were helping bring about the 

fulfillment of the promise in their own strength or power.  As the time approached for God’s 

promise to be fulfilled in the way that God intended it to be, God told Abraham, “Within one 

year My promise will come to pass.”  The lesson for us is that God does not tell us all His plans 

until we need to know them.   

 Many Christians have waited for almost 2000 years for Christ’s return, not knowing 

when or how it is going to happen.  I believe that as the time grows nearer that God will reveal 

the details of what is to happen to those who are faithful as Abraham was faithful.  Remember 

that though Abraham did not have a correct understanding of how God would act, he is still 



counted as being faithful.  We should, therefore, be careful in criticizing others who may not 

believe the same things we do about how and when God will fulfill his promises to us. 

 In these first two verses we see a threefold confirmation that God keeps His promises.  In 

the various translations we have available to us, we see “what God had said” and “what God had 

promised” to be interchangeable.  The assumption is that if God said it, then it is a promise and 

we can count on it to happen.  Equating what a person says with a promise can only work when 

the person making the statement has integrity.  We know “integrity” applies to God and it should 

be our objective to make sure that it applies to us as well.   

 The first promise mentioned that was fulfilled was that God “took note of Sarah” (NASB) 

or “visited Sarah” (KJV) or “was gracious to Sarah” (NIV).  This, of course, would obviously 

apply to God initiating a miracle on behalf of Sarah which would overrule the physical 

limitations of her body.  The second mention of a promise was that not only had God enabled her 

to conceive, she did (in fact) become pregnant.  The third time “what God stated or promised” is 

found in the birth of a child just as God had told Abraham it would happen.   

 This was at least a twofold miracle in that not only was Sarah barren she was also too old 

to be able to become pregnant.  If promises are going to be kept, then it really helps if the One 

making the promise is also known as El Shaddai or God Almighty.  A cautionary note for us is 

that when we make promises and commitments, then we should not go beyond what God has 

enabled us or directed us to do.  The leaders of the young nation of Israel made a promise to 

some of the inhabitants of Canaan that enabled them to live in the Promised Land and these 

people proved to be a stumbling block for Israel.  We may find that we have made allowance for 

bad behavior in our society such as legalizing things that are contrary to Godly behavior for a 

nation and these things grow like yeast in a lump of dough and will eventually transform us from 

being godly to being ungodly in our character as a nation.   

 

God’s Promise Remembered – 21:3-7 
3 

Abraham called the name of his son who was born to him, whom Sarah bore to him, Isaac. 
4 

Then Abraham 

circumcised his son Isaac when he was eight days old, as God had commanded him. 
5 

Now Abraham was one 

hundred years old when his son Isaac was born to him. 
6 

Sarah said, “God has made laughter for me; everyone who 

hears will laugh with me.” 
7 

And she said, “Who would have said to Abraham that Sarah would nurse children? Yet 

I have borne him a son in his old age.”  Genesis 21:3-7 (NASB95) 

 Not only was the birth of Isaac the fulfillment of God’s promise to Abraham, 
it was a source of joy for Abraham from the time he realized that God was going to 
bring about this promise of an heir in a way that Abraham had given up on as a 
possibility.  Because Abraham laughed in his delight of what God had said, God 
told Abraham to name the child “laughter” or Isaac.  Abraham followed God’s 
instruction in naming the child and also carried out the covenant ceremony of 
circumcision when he was eight days old – again as God had commanded him.  In 
both these acts, we see the faithfulness of Abraham (being obedient) demonstrated 
in response to the faithfulness of God Who carried out His promises.   
 The element of laughter associated with the name of the child had also come 
up in the visit of God and the two angels when God reaffirmed His promise to give 
them a child through Sarah.  She overheard this statement and she laughed in 
dismay or amazement.  Now that a year had passed and the child was born, she had 
laughter of a different sort that was associated with a celebration of joy that came 
with having the desires of her heart fulfilled beyond her ability to even imagine it 



happening.   
 It is obvious from the words of Sarah that she considered the birth of Isaac a 
real miracle.  She said, “Who would have said this would happen?”  The awe and 
amazement that she expressed are components of true worship.  There is a hymn 
that states this so well, “I stand amazed in the presence of Jesus, the Nazarene; and 
wonder how He could love me, a sinner, commended, unclean.”  
 Some Biblical scholars have noted that the account of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob can be 

correlated with what we know of God the Father, God the Son, and God the Holy Spirit.  As we 

go though the accounts the life of Isaac, we can note several similarities to the life and ministry 

of Jesus.  Up to this point in the account of Isaac, we can note the following:    
$ Both Isaac and Jesus were sons according to God’s promise.  (Gen17:16 & Acts 13:23)  
$ Jesus was born of the Holy Spirit.  Isaac’s birth was possible only because of God’s power. 

$ Jesus is the only begotten of the Father.  Isaac was Abraham’s true (legitimate) son by Sarah. 

 The God of Isaac is “God the giver.”  Victory, life, salvation – all are bestowed and not 

attained or earned.  In Isaac we see grace at work.  Everything that is demanded, God Himself 

provides: that is the experience of Isaac. 

  

God’s Promise Rejoiced – 21:8 
8 

The child grew and was weaned, and Abraham made a great feast on the day that Isaac was weaned.  Genesis 21:8 

(NASB95) 
 This simple statement about the fact that Isaac had reach a point of “leaving infancy and 

entering childhood” shows us the importance of development and maturing that is expected and 

needed in our lives.  We do go through stages of development and to a certain extent we have 

certain “rites of passage” that we celebrate in our culture.  Weaning is not one of the big events 

that we tend to celebrate today, although we can appreciate that mothers are glad when that 

happens.   

 The rites of passage that we note are typically associated with certain milestone in the 

education process such as “graduation” from preschool, elementary school, turning age sixteen, 

graduation from high school and/or college.  Engagements and marriage, retirements and 

anniversaries all fit into opportunities to celebrate.   

 We make a big deal out of such milestones since the celebration helps to make the 

transition more comfortable and acceptable.  Sometimes, there may be a reluctance on the part of 

a child to make the transition and the celebration sort of seals the deal.  The mother weans the 

child because she loves the child and wants it to be free to grow up and not be dependent on her.  

But the child interprets her actions as an expression of rejection and hatred.  The child clings to 

the comforts of the past as the mother tries to encourage the child to grow up and enter into the 

challenges of becoming an adult.  The time comes in a child’s life when toys must be replaced by 

tools and selfish security by unselfish service and weaning is just the first step in that process. 

 The practical reality of weaning is the need for a child to start consuming foods that will 

provide the nutrition he or she needs to thrive physically which is not going to happen with just 

consuming milk.  

 This need for growth and becoming stronger has a spiritual parallel in new Christians.  

The writer to the Hebrews mentioned this need in Hebrews 5:13-14: 
Anyone who lives on milk, being still an infant, is not acquainted with the teaching about righteousness.  

But solid food is for the mature, who by constant use have trained themselves to distinguish good from evil. 
 Some commentators have noted the obvious contrasts between Ishmael and Isaac.  Some 

of these distinctions are evident from passages in the New Testament where we see that Ishmael 



is representative of our physical birth which was the result of man’s efforts and Isaac represents 

the new birth which is a result of the power of God working in our lives.  Isaac’s birth was a 

result of God’s interaction with Abraham and Sarah.  With Abraham we see evidence of faith 

and with Sarah we see evidence of grace.  The argument can then be made that Isaac’s birth was 

“by grace through faith” which is exactly what is required for our salvation.   

 In many of the accounts of the Kingdom of God that Jesus spoke of there were usually 

associations of great joy mentioned in the various parables such as that of the lost coin, the lost 

sheep, the prodigal son, etc.  With the birth of Isaac, we see a lot of joy and celebration.  No 

where in the accounts is there any mention of joy associated with presence of Ishmael in the 

home of Abraham.   

 From before his birth, Ishmael was a source of painful trouble in that when Hagar became 

pregnant, she derided Sarai because she was barren and Sarai dealt harshly with her.  After 

Ishmael was a teenager, he caused even greater conflict in the family as he mocked Isaac.  Even 

today, the descendants of Ishmael are a continuing source of conflict in the world.  The old 

nature is not able to produce the fruit of the Spirit, no matter how hard it tries. 

 God was faithful to His promises to Abraham in the birth of Isaac and He continues to be 

faithful to those who are of the faith of Abraham and heirs of the promise.  As Isaac grew and 

developed he was an important part of God’s plan to bring salvation to the lost.  As those who 

have been born again of the Spirit of God, we are also needed to do the work that God had fore 

ordained that we should do as a consequence of our salvation.  We should be able to laugh with 

delight because of our salvation and not be concerned about the ridicule of the world that will be 

directed toward us as we are used by God for His eternal purposes.   

   


