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“As for Ishmael, I have heard thee: Behold, I have blessed him, and will make him 

fruitful, and will multiply him exceedingly.” (Genesis 17:20). This text, whether one holds that 

Ishmael is elect or reprobate, cannot validly be used to prove the common grace theory that God 

has a general goodness out of which He bestows common blessings upon all men, including the 

reprobate. For there are many opposed to the idea of common grace who interpret this text to 

mean that God would bless Ishmael, not personally, but in his generations, specifically in his 

descendants, Kedar and Nebaioth. Therefore, the text can never be any source of embarrassment 

to our biblical principle that God’s goodness is always and only particular. But what we want to 

do now is to examine the context of Ishmael to present our own personal thesis that he is elect. 

Some of our brethren who hold very strongly to common grace say they have never heard of 

such an idea, that Ishmael is to be regarded as a child of God. That may be, nevertheless there are 

those, the writer among them, who believe Ishmael was, somewhere along the line of his history, 

regenerated and converted to the Lord. The context of Ishmael seems to demand this. Let us 

examine that context. To do so will necessitate our going back to his mother, Hagar, and to 

Genesis 16. 

Much sin is involved in the case of Hagar, and in the case of Ishmael, too. But this fact 

cannot be used against the election of anyone, or there would not be a David in heaven, nor a 

Manasseh! As for Hagar, “the Angel of the Lord found her” (Gen. 16:7). It is interesting to note 

that in the appearances of this mysterious Being called “the Angel of the Lord,” He appeared 

first to Hagar, then to Abraham, Sarah, Jacob, Moses, to the elect under Joshua (Jud. 2:1), to 

Gideon, Manoah and his wife, to David, Gad, Oman, Elijah and Joshua the high priest. In all 

these appearances, the Angel of the Lord revealed himself for the help, blessing and protection of 

God's people. There are two instances in which He appeared to the reprobate, doing so to oppose 

them, as in the cases of Balaam (Nu. 22:23) and condemned Israel (I Chr. 21:16). No opposition 

is evident in connection with his dealings with Hagar, rather there is manifested only such as is 

in harmony with the majority of His appearances. 

It was while in a state of degradation that the Angel of the Lord appeared to her. “The 

Angel of the Lord found her by a fountain.” The finding of Hagar is not, of course, expressive of 

an act of “chance,” much less is it that God had to search for and enquire after her, as though He 

had not seen her before; but it shows that God was seeking her to bring her the following words 

of comfort. This was also true of Israel: “He found him in a desert land, and in the waste howling 

wilderness; He led him about, He instructed him, He kept him as the apple of His eye” (Dt. 

32:10). The Lord found her there because He had led her there for her instruction. “Therefore, 

behold, I will allure her, and bring her into the wilderness, and speak comfortably unto her” 

(Hos. 2:14). To God to find anyone implies no ignorance of that one's whereabouts, nor any 

anxious search for that which He had lost, but expresses an act of the highest wisdom and 

absolute sovereignty. “To find” means to “come to with a sufficiency,” to come to with help. 

Why, then, did this Angel of the Lord appear first to this Egyptian bondwoman? This brings us 

to ask, similarly, Why should Elijah perform his first miracle for the benefit of a widow of 

Sidon? Why should that Angel incarnate first appear to humble shepherds and to Gentile visitors 

from a far country? Why should Christ risen first appear to Mary Magdalene, rather than to Mary 

his mother, or why did He not rather first appear to that Mary who purposely was not there 



because she believed in his resurrection (Mary of Bethany who anointed Him ahead of time for 

His burial), or why not first to John His closest disciple? Why, but because God is sovereign, and 

often reveals His sovereignty in coming first to the lowliest and neediest. 

Give careful consideration to the above. Hold Galatians 4 in abeyance for a while. We 

shall come to that soon enough, D.V. Consider also the place of this divine encounter. “And the 

Angel of the Lord found her by a fountain of water in the wilderness.” This fountain is also 

called “the well” (v. 14). This is the first time a well is mentioned in Scripture. That in itself is of 

some significance. It is always of importance to learn what biblical principle of “first mention” 

would teach on any given point of interest. So here. This well is in the wilderness. It was a 

specific well known well: “the fountain in the way to Shur.” It was at this well that God revealed 

Himself to Hagar. The wilderness is a symbol of this cursed earth. Christ is the well of salvation, 

the Fountain of living waters (Jer. 2:13). He is the Fountain of life, the well known Water of 

Life. He comes to sinners in their need, and it is at the Well (Christ) that He reveals Himself to 

them. 

The next time we read of a “well” it is again in connection with Hagar, where we read 

that “God opened her eyes, and she saw a well of water” (21:19). No one sees the Water of Life 

until blind eyes are opened. The woman at the well of Sychar saw Jesus at first only as a Jew (Jn. 

4:9), then as a gentleman (“Sir,” or “Mr.” — v. 11), then as a prophet (v. 19), next, with more 

enlightenment, as Messiah (v. 29), and finally, when her eyes were fully opened, as the Savior of 

the world (v. 42). 

The next occurrence of the word “well” is in Gen. 29:1, 2, “Then Jacob went on his 

journey, and came into the land of the people of the east. And he looked, and behold, a well in 

the field, and lo, there were flocks of sheep lying by it; for out of that well they watered the 

flocks . . .” Christ is the Well who refreshes His sheep so that they “never thirst.” In Numbers 

21:16, 17, “the well” was the gathering place of God’s people. So Christ is the gathering- center 

where we congregate to worship. In II Samuel 17:17-19, a well in Bahurim became a hiding 

place for Jonathan and his servant. So Christ is a Well of salvation to His elect, and their life is 

hid with Christ in God. 

The language of the Angel of the Lord to Hagar is not like that directed to Cain, but 

similar to that directed to Adam (Gen. 3:9, 11, 13). The Angel’s approach is pedagogical, 

intended to convict of sin, to lead to confession, and to return Hagar to her calling. “Hagar, 

Sarai’s maid!” expresses full knowledge of her and her circumstances, as was the case with 

Elijah in “What doest thou here, Elijah?” He reminds her what she is, a fugitive, a stranger, a 

slave. For His address to her as “Sarai’s maid,” and not Abram’s wife, censured and disallowed 

her “marriage,” and pointed her to her proper place as a servant. So we by nature are fugitives 

from God, strangers from the covenant of Israel, and the slaves of sin with no right to be His 

servants until He restores us in Christ. “Whence earnest thou?” This reminds us of our sinful 

origin: we came from corrupt Adam, we came from the Fall, we came from a depraved race, we 

came from, far from, the comforting presence of God, when Adam fled from His presence. The 

call of the Gospel is to return to Him, for He is the only place of safety. The question, “Whither 

wilt thou go?” should remind us of the place of danger and of condemnation in which we are by 

nature, and that by ourselves there is no way out. Whither wilt thou go? We cannot go out of 

death into life. Whither will we go but deeper into sin and down into hell? The question is asked 

as though it were a strange thing for her to be “in the way to Shur,” which was on the way down 

to Egypt. “And now what hast thou to do in the way of Egypt?” (Jer. 2:18). That is not the way 

that leadeth to life, but is that broad way leading to destruction. What then? Return! That is the 



call of God to His prodigal sons and daughters. Return to your place in God’s family (cp. Lk. 

15:20). Hence these questions are calculated to prepare us to listen to the counsel of God, that we 

may find the way out in Jesus Christ, the only Mediator and Savior. And what evidence is there 

that grace has, in the call of the Gospel, comforted our hearts? That we conform in prompt 

compliance with the will of God, and return (Jer. 3:22). 

The counsel of the Angel of the Lord follows, when He “said unto her, ‘Return to thy 

mistress, and submit thyself under her hands” (v. 9). This was much like the word that God later 

had spoken to Elijah when he had fled from Jezebel, and finally found himself not very far from 

this wilderness of Shur. Then the Lord had said, “Go, return on thy way to the wilderness of 

Damascus.” Much later in history, the Lord returned another run-away slave to himself, when He 

said of Onesimus through the Apostle Paul, “Whom I have sent again; thou (Philemon) therefore 

receive him” (v. 12). “Submit thyself” is in v. 6 translated “dealt hardly with,” and in v. 11 is 

rendered “affliction.” She was to humbly submit to the affliction to which Sarai (and God 

through Sarai) had subjected her. The enjoyments of God’s gifts cannot be had apart from 

conformity to His righteousness. So no promise (v. 10) without obedience (v. 9). Grace is never 

bestowed at the expense of righteousness. “Grace reigns through righteousness.” 

It was a happy pronouncement to her when the Angel of the Lord affirmed, “I will 

multiply thy seed exceedingly that it shall not be numbered for multitude.” The words of this 

pronouncement are used throughout Genesis as the content of a blessing which falls upon the 

elect. Words to this effect were spoken to Adam and Eve (1:28), concerning the animals (8:1), to 

Noah and his sons (9:1, 7), here, to Hagar, to Abraham (17:6), to Jacob (28:3, 4), of God’s 

people in Egypt (47:27), and of Israel in the land (Lv. 26:9). The expression is used in Scripture 

either in connection with a blessing or as the content of a blessing. No exception to the regular 

usage of this expression is made with respect to Hagar. The Angel of the Lord gives her to 

expect a portion of the blessing of Abraham, a numerous offspring. It may then be said that the 

words of this text, and the similar words appearing in the texts noted above do not apply to the 

reprobate. For never are they blessed. Also such words are spoken of Ishmael (Gen. 17:20).   

 

(To be continued, D.V.) 
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