
Story Number 18

A PARTY FOR ISAAC

When Isaac was weaned – usually when a boy is two or three years old

but sometimes much earlier – Abraham made a party for him.

Who was invited? We are not given a guest list, but certainly there

were distinguished people there. Abraham always seemed to come into

direct contact with kings (not all of whom would have been invited to the

party), including Pharaoh, Melchizedek of Salem, the King of Sodom, and

Abimelech. In addition he had a personal alliance with Aner, Eshkol and

Mamre, three distinguished citizens. Mamre had given his name to a place

in the locality of Hebron, and possibly Eshkol to another. He was not a

poor man – when Lot had been captured he had found among his slaves

three hundred and eighteen men of an age to bear arms. It is not

unreasonable to assume that many leading local dignitaries, as well as

some from further afield, were present – we know at least that Abimelech

came along specially, with the commander-in-chief of his army.

At the party, Sarah happened to notice Ishmael, who had been thirteen

years old when Isaac was born, ‘playing around’ with a woman. We are

not told who she was. Sarah was shocked. How could Abraham’s son

behave that way, especially in the presence of such distinguished

company?

What worried her even more was what sort of influence as an elder

brother this Ishmael would have on her son Isaac when he grew up. But

what could she do? To tell Abraham what she had seen? What effect

would that have? He might attribute it to a recurrence of her jealousy of

Hagar, which she had displayed when Hagar was pregnant and which now

came back when she had her own son. But worse still, if he believed her,
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it would break his heart to hear that his own son Ishmael had behaved that

way. Yet she had to remove Ishmael’s possible influence from Isaac

before it was too late.

Without any real explanation she turned to Abraham and demanded that

he throw out Hagar and her son from his home, since Hagar’s son would

not inherit with her own son Isaac. By ancient law and custom a son of

the master and a slave-girl was a slave, but would inherit from his father,

unless he was set free in which case he would lose the inheritance. He

could have either the inheritance or freedom, not both, and the choice was

not his. Sarah was not so much concerned about the inheritance, she was

looking for a good excuse. The main thing was to remove his influence

before Isaac grew up.

Abraham was shocked and troubled. He could, reluctantly, throw out

Hagar, she was Sarah’s slave not his, and Sarah wanted her to leave. But

Ishmael was his own son, and what Sarah had demanded was in his eyes

completely unreasonable and totally unjust.

At this point, God stepped in. He of course knew what had happened,

but just as Sarah had not told tales, so God too would not tell tales. He

simply said to Abraham ‘From your point of view, Sarah is wrong, but in

this case listen to me and do what she says.’ Abraham listened to God,

who evidently knew something that he did not, and he did not inquire. 1

1. We find God stepping in to justify somebody when something that is
normally completely wrong is justified by special circumstances. He justified
Phinehas who had acted illegally in killing a man (admittedly a criminal caught
in the act) on the spot instead of bringing him to trial first, because the
circumstances demanded instant action. Phinehas saved the whole population from
destruction.

Something similar occurred on the Eighth Day of Aaron’s induction, when fire
from God suddenly appeared on the altar and consumed all the offerings to justify
Moses’s appointing his own brother Aaron as High Priest, which otherwise bore
the appearance of nepotism. And he further justified the behaviour of Moses
towards his wife, which was special and not intended as an example for Aaron
and Miriam to follow, when they complained to one another about it.
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For the moment we side-track from the party, and follow the adventures

of Hagar and Ishmael. The party had been held at Beersheba, a large oasis

in the Negev Desert. The next morning, Abraham got up early, gave

Hagar some bread and water to carry on her shoulder (or her back), 2

and sent her away with her son.

Hagar wandered aimlessly in the desert, until the water was finished.

Then she threw her son under a bush, and sat down some distance (a bow-

shot) away, saying that she did not wish to witness the boy’s death. 3

She then started to cry, essentially the tears of self-pity. She had been

very badly treated.

Ishmael also cried, but from genuine thirst, and the fact that his mother

had abandoned him. Suddenly an angel called out to Hagar from the sky.

‘Hagar, what’s up? God has heard the boy’s cry.’ Not hers, but the boy’s.

‘Pull yourself together and take the boy, he is going to be the father of a

great nation!’

God then ‘opened her eyes’ and she saw a well of water. She had not

noticed it because she had not looked, had not wanted to. She filled up

with water and gave some to the boy. Eventually he grew up with God’s

blessing, lived in the area of the Desert of Paran (between Beersheba and

Egypt), and became a great archer. His mother found him a wife from

Egypt, her native country.

2. The Hebrew word ¼1 J/ Ḑ means the upper part of the back, but is often
translated as shoulder.

3. Contrast the Shunamite woman in the story of Elisha. When her boy was ill
and dying, she held him in her lap for a few hours until he died.
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We now leave Hagar and Ishmael and return to the party, where the

guests included King Abimelech (the Philistine king of Gerar) who had

arrived with his commander-in-chief Phichol. 4

Abimelech admired Abraham’s wealth, which he acknowledged as

God’s blessing, and, reminding him that he had treated him well in the

past, asked for an oath of friendship for three generations, to which

Abraham agreed. However, he rebuked Abimelech over the fact that the

latter’s servants had stolen the well he had dug. A well in the desert is

very important, and it was the code in the desert that it belonged to

whoever had dug it. To steal someone else’s well was a very serious

matter. The King replied ‘I do not know who did this; you told me

nothing about it; and today is the first I have heard about it’. 5

Abimelech, as in the incident with Sarah, was an expert in not knowing

what it suited him not to know.

Abraham gave Abimelech sheep and cattle, and they took the oath. At

the same time he added seven ewe-lambs separately ‘as evidence that I

dug that well.’ Even friends cannot always be trusted, but in those days

an oath was an oath. The name of the place, Beersheba, was from then on

associated with that oath. 6

Abraham then planted a large tree 7 at Beersheba, and preached there

(in the shade of the tree) in the name of GOD the Eternal God. Later he

moved back to the Philistine country and stayed there for many years.

4. How do we know that this was at the party? It says that ‘at that tme’ he spoke
to Abraham, and at the end of the story that he went back home, but not that he
came and spoke. He was evidently already there – for the party. After the
‘misunderstanding’ over Sarah, he and Abraham had parted on good terms.

5. Shakespeare would have commented ‘The king doth protest too much,
methinks’.

6. The Hebrew sheba has the same root as the word for swearing an oath.

7. The Hebrew is ¼0 J̧ J$. It is not certain what kind of tree this is, but probably
a tamarisk, an evergreen which gives a large area of shade all the year round.
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