


I’m convinced that the Bible is somehow powerfully simple and beautifully 
complex. Like a diamond viewed from different angles, Scripture continually 
confronts my heart in fresh ways. This Bible-study series offers insightful 
perspectives and gives its participants a refreshing opportunity to admire the 
character of God and be transformed by the truth of his Word. Our souls need 
to meander through the minutiae and metanarrative of the Bible, and the 
Storyline Bible Studies help us do both.

KYLE IDLEMAN, senior pastor of Southeast Christian Church and bestselling author of Not a Fan 
and One at a Time

If you are longing for a breath of fresh air in your spiritual life, this study is 
for you. Kat Armstrong brings to life both familiar and less familiar Bible 
stories in such an engaging way that you can’t help but see how the God of 
the past is also working and moving in your present. Through the captivating 
truths revealed in this series, you will discover more about God’s faithfulness, 
be equipped to move past fear and disappointment, and be empowered to be 
who you were created to be. If your faith has felt mundane or routine, these 
words will be a refreshing balm to your soul and a guide to go deeper in your 
relationship with God.

HOSANNA WONG, international speaker and bestselling author of How (Not) to Save the World: 
The Truth about Revealing God’s Love to the People Right Next to You

We are watching a new wave of Bible studies that care about the Bible’s big 
story, from Genesis to Revelation; that plunge Bible readers into the depths 
of human despair and show them the glories of the Kingdom God plans 
for creation; and that invite readers to participate in that story in all its 
dimensions—​in the mountains and the valleys. Anyone who ponders these 
Bible studies will come to terms not only with the storyline of the Bible but 
also with where each of us fits in God’s grand narrative. I heartily commend 
Kat’s Storyline Bible Studies.

REV. CANON DR. SCOT McKNIGHT, New Testament scholar, author, professor, and host of 
the Kingdom Roots podcast



Kat Armstrong is an able trail guide with contagious enthusiasm! In this series, 
she’ll take you hiking through Scripture to experience mountains and valleys, 
sticks and stones, sinners and saints. If you are relatively new to the Bible or are 
struggling to see how it all fits together, your trek with Kat will be well worth 
it. You might even decide that hiking through the Bible is your new hobby.

CARMEN JOY IMES, associate professor of Old Testament at Biola University and author of 
Bearing God’s Name: Why Sinai Still Matters

Kat Armstrong takes you into the heart of Scripture so that Scripture can grow 
in your heart. The Storyline Bible Studies have everything: the overarching 
story of God’s redemption, the individual biblical story’s historical context, 
and the text’s interpretation that connects with today’s realities. Armstrong asks 
insightful questions that make the Bible come alive and draws authentically 
on her own faith journey so that readers might deepen their relationship with 
Jesus. Beautifully written and accessible, the Storyline Bible Studies are a 
wonderful resource for individual or group study.

LYNN H. COHICK, PhD, distinguished professor of New Testament and director of Houston 
Theological Seminary at Houston Christian University

Christians affirm that the Bible is God’s Word and provides God’s life-​giving 
instruction and encouragement. But what good is such an authoritative and 
valuable text if God’s people don’t engage it to find the help the Scriptures 
provide? Here’s where Kat Armstrong’s studies shine. In each volume, she 
presents Bible study as a journey through Scripture that can be transformational. 
In the process, she enables readers to see the overarching storyline of the Bible 
and to find their place in that story. In addition, Armstrong reinforces the 
essential steps that make Bible study life-​giving for people seeking to grow in 
their faith. Whether for individuals, for small groups, or as part of a church 
curriculum, these studies are ideally suited to draw students into a fresh and 
invigorating engagement with God’s Word.

WILLIAM W. KLEIN, PhD, professor emeritus of New Testament interpretation and author of 
Handbook for Personal Bible Study: Enriching Your Experience with God’s Word



Kat has done two things that I love. She’s taken something that is familiar and 
presented it in a fresh way that is understandable by all, balancing the profound 
with accessibility. And her trustworthy and constant approach to Bible study 
equips the participant to emerge from this study with the ability to keep 
studying and growing more.

MARTY SOLOMON, creator and executive producer of The BEMA Podcast

You are in for an adventure. In this series, Kat pulls back the curtain to reveal 
how intentionally God has woven together seemingly disconnected moments 
in the collective Bible story. Her delivery is both brilliant and approachable. 
She will invite you to be a curious sleuth as you navigate familiar passages of 
Scripture, discovering things you’d never seen before. I promise you will never 
read the living Word the same again.

JENN JETT BARRETT, founder and visionary of The Well Summit

Kat has done it again! The same wisdom, depth, humility, and authenticity 
that we have come to expect from her previous work is on full display here in 
her new Storyline Bible Study series. Kat is the perfect guide through these 
important themes and through the story of Scripture: gentle and generous on 
the one hand, capable and clear on the other. She is a gifted communicator 
and teacher of God’s Word. The format of these studies is helpful too—​
perfect pacing, just the right amount of new information at each turn, with 
plenty of space for writing and prayerful reflection as you go and some great 
resources for further study. I love learning from Kat, and I’m sure you will 
too. Grab a few friends from your church or neighborhood and dig into these 
incredible resources together to find your imagination awakened and your 
faith strengthened.

DAN LOWERY, president of Pillar Seminary



Kat Armstrong possesses something I deeply admire: a sincere and abiding 
respect for the Bible. Her tenaciousness to know more about her beloved 
Christ, her commitment to truth telling, and her desire to dig until she mines 
the deepest gold for her Bible-​study readers makes her one of my favorite Bible 
teachers. I find few that match her scriptural attentiveness and even fewer that 
embody her humble spirit. This project is stunning, like the rest of her work.

LISA WHITTLE, bestselling author of Jesus over Everything: Uncomplicating the Daily Struggle to 
Put Jesus First, Bible teacher, and podcast host
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For my dad, Ronald K. Obenhaus.

I think you would have loved this.
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A Message from Kat

OUR FAMILY’S� going through some stuff.
Nothing life-​threatening, but lots of our dreams feel stuck in a wasteland. Our 

lives don’t resemble what we imagined. And plans? What plans? At this point, 
those are irrelevant. We’ve had to let go so often we’ve almost forgotten what it’s 
like to be held.

As eager as I am to be done with this season of disappointment, my faith 
reminds me that disappointment can do good and holy work, drawing us all 
closer to Christ. Even though I want to count this stretch of badlands a loss, I 
can’t—​and won’t—​because that’s not how God’s terrain works. This wandering 
part of my journey has value. And so does yours. God will eventually reroute our 
dead ends to a way through.

I’m ready to be through confusion so that I can arrive at clarity. I know I’ll look 
back with hindsight and be thankful that the Lord carried me through what felt 
like a maze of letdowns. But for now, I’m still stuck in no-​man’s-​land. As I wait 
on the Lord to direct my steps and bring clarity to my family, I’ve found myself 
exploring the deserts of Scripture.

xi



In this Bible study, you’re going to discover that deserts in the Bible are more 
than geographical locations. Deserts represent the lonely and sometimes vast 
lostness we sense when our lives take unplanned detours. The Bible is full of 
stories of people making harrowing journeys through deserts—​Hagar, Joseph, 
Moses, and Jesus, to name a few. And every desert we visit in our study together 
will create a storyline threaded throughout Scripture: God is faithful to make a 
way when there is none.

God Almighty meets you in your desert moments. The deserts in your life do 
not separate you from God’s presence. In fact, your wilderness wanderings might 
amplify God’s presence in your life if you learn to look for his loving attention 
to your deepest needs.

Just when we think we are going to die in the desert, the Lord supplies what 
we need to get to the other side. You see, your wilderness wanderings are a way 
to God’s protection, to restoration, to a deep sense of belonging, to new ministry 
opportunities, and to an abundance that will wow you with God’s love.

Love,

The Lord will comfort Zion;

he will comfort all her waste places,

and will make her wilderness like Eden,

her desert like the garden of the Lord;

joy and gladness will be found in her,

thanksgiving and the voice of song.

I S A I A H  5 1 : 3
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The Storyline of Scripture

YOUR DECISION TO STUDY THE BIBLE� for the next few weeks is 
no accident—​God has brought you here, to this moment. And I don’t want to 
take it for granted. Here, at the beginning, I want to invite you into the most 
important step you can take, the one that brings the whole of the Bible alive in 
extraordinary ways: a relationship with Jesus.

The Bible is a collection of divinely inspired manuscripts written over fifteen 
hundred years by at least forty different authors. Together, the manuscripts make 
up tens of thousands of verses, sixty-​six books, and two testaments. Point being: 
It’s a lot of content.

But the Bible is really just one big story: God’s story of redemption. From 
Genesis to Revelation the Bible includes narratives, songs, poems, wisdom 
literature, letters, and even apocalyptic prophecies. Yet everything we read in 
God’s Word helps us understand God’s love and his plan to be in a relationship 
with us.
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If you hear nothing else, hear this: God loves you.
It’s easy to get lost in the vast amount of information in the Bible, so we’re 

going to explore the storyline of Scripture in four parts. And as you locate your 
experience in the story of the Bible, I hope the story of redemption becomes your 
own.

PART 1: GOD MADE SOMETHING GOOD.

The big story—​God’s story of redemption—​started in a garden. When God 
launched his project for humanity, he purposed all of us—​his image bearers—​to 
flourish and co-​create with him. In the beginning there was peace, beauty, order, 
and abundant life. The soil was good. Life was good. We rarely hear this part of 
our story, but it doesn’t make it less true. God created something good—​and that 
includes you.

PART 2: WE MESSED IT UP.

If you’ve ever thought, This isn’t how it’s supposed to be, you’re right. It’s not. We 
messed up God’s good world. Do you ever feel like you’ve won gold medals 
in messing things up? Me too. All humanity shares in that brokenness. We are 
imperfect. The people we love are imperfect. Our systems are jacked, and our 
world is broken. And that’s on us. We made the mess, and we literally can’t help 
ourselves. We need to be rescued from our circumstances, the systems in which 
we live, and ourselves.

PART 3: JESUS MAKES IT RIGHT.

The good news is that God can clean up all our messes, and he does so through 
the life, death, and resurrection of Jesus Christ. No one denies that Jesus lived and 
died. That’s just history. It’s the empty tomb and the hundreds of eyewitnesses 
who saw Jesus after his death that make us scratch our heads. Because science can 
only prove something that is repeatable, we are dependent upon the eyewitness 
testimonies of Jesus’ resurrection for this once-​in-​history moment. If Jesus rose 
from the dead—​and I believe he did—​Jesus is exactly who he said he was, and he 
accomplished exactly what had been predicted for thousands of years. He restored 
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us. Jesus made it, all of it, right. He can forgive your sins and connect you to the 
holy God through his life, death, and resurrection.

PART 4: ONE DAY, GOD WILL MAKE ALL THINGS NEW.

The best news is that this is not as good as it gets. A day is coming when Christ 
will return. He’s coming back to re-​create our world: a place with no tears, no 
pain, no suffering, no brokenness, no helplessness—​just love. God will make all 
things new. In the meantime, God invites you to step into his storyline, to join 
him in his work of restoring all things. Rescued restorers live with purpose and on 
mission: not a life devoid of hardship, but one filled with enduring hope.

RESPONDING TO GOD’S STORYLINE

If the storyline of Scripture feels like a lightbulb turning on in your soul, that, 
my friend, is the one true, living God, who eternally exists as Father, Son, and 
Holy Spirit. God is inviting you into a relationship with him to have your sins 
forgiven and secure a place in his presence forever. When you locate your story 
within God’s story of redemption, you begin a lifelong relationship with God that 
brings meaning, hope, and restoration to your life.

Take a moment now to begin a relationship with Christ:

God, I believe the story of the Bible, that Jesus is Lord and you raised 

him from the dead to forgive my sins and make our relationship pos-

sible. Your storyline is now my story. I want to learn how to love you and 

share your love with others. Amen.

If you confess with your lips that Jesus is Lord and believe in your heart 

that God raised him from the dead, you will be saved.

R O M A N S  1 0 : 9
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How to Use This Bible Study [Insert “How to Use This Bible Study” 
copied exactly from the final version of Saints 
(978-1-64158-600-9), pages xvii–​xx with 
the following changes: Replace 6 instances 
of “Saints” with “Deserts” and replace 2 
instances of “Sinners” with “Gardens”]

THE STORYLINE BIBLE STUDIES� are versatile and can be used for

	Ø individual study (self-​paced),
	Ø small groups (five- or ten-​lesson curriculum), or
	Ø church ministry (semester-​long curriculum).

INDIVIDUAL STUDY

Each lesson in the Deserts Bible study is divided into four fifteen- to twenty-​
minute parts (sixty to eighty minutes of individual study time per lesson). You 
can work through the material one part at a time over a few different days or all 
in one sitting. Either way, this study will be like anything good in your life: What 
you put in, you get out. Each of the four parts of each lesson will help you practice 
Bible-​study methods.
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SMALL GROUPS

Working through the Deserts Bible study with a group could be a catalyst for life 
change. Although the Holy Spirit can teach you truth when you read the Bible 
on your own, I want to encourage you to gather a small group together to work 
through this study for these reasons:

	Ø God himself is in communion as one essence and three persons: Father, 
Son, and Holy Spirit.

	Ø Interconnected, interdependent relationships are hallmarks of the 
Christian faith life.

	Ø When we collaborate with each other in Bible study, we have access to 
the viewpoints of our brothers and sisters in Christ, which enrich our 
understanding of the truth.

For this Bible study, every small-​group member will need a copy of the Deserts 
study guide. In addition, I’ve created a free downloadable small-​group guide that 
includes

	Ø discussion questions for each lesson,
	Ø Scripture readings, and
	Ø prayer prompts.

Whether you’ve been a discussion leader for decades or just volunteered to lead 
a group for the first time, you’ll find the resources you need to create 
a loving atmosphere for men and women to grow in Christlikeness. 
You can download the small-​group guide using this QR code.

CHURCH MINISTRY

Church and ministry leaders: Your work is sacred. I know that planning and 
leading through a semester of ministry can be both challenging and rewarding. 
That’s why every Storyline Bible Study is written so that you can build modular 
semesters of ministry. The Deserts Bible study is designed to complement the 
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Gardens Bible study. Together, Gardens and Deserts can support a whole semester 
of ministry seamlessly, inviting the people you lead into God’s Word and making 
your life simpler.

To further equip church and ministry leaders, I’ve created The 
Leader’s Guide, a free digital resource. You can download The Leader’s 
Guide using this QR code.

The Leader’s Guide offers these resources:

	Ø a sample ministry calendar for a ten-​plus-​lesson semester of ministry,
	Ø small-​group discussion questions for each lesson,
	Ø Scripture readings for each lesson,
	Ø prayer prompts for each lesson,
	Ø five teaching topics for messages that could be taught in large-​group 
settings, and

	Ø resources for deeper study.

SPECIAL FEATURES

However you decide to utilize the Deserts Bible study, whether for individual, 
self-​paced devotional time; as a small-​group curriculum; or for semester-​long 
church ministry, you’ll notice several stand-​out features unique to the Storyline 
Bible Studies:

	Ø gospel presentation at the beginning of each Bible study;
	Ø full Scripture passages included in the study so that you can mark up the 
text and keep your notes in one place;

	Ø insights from diverse scholars, authors, and Bible teachers;
	Ø an emphasis on close readings of large portions of Scripture;
	Ø following one theme instead of focusing on one verse or passage;
	Ø Christological narrative theology without a lot of church-​y words; and
	Ø retrospective or imaginative readings of the Bible to help Christians 
follow the storyline of Scripture.
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You may have studied the Bible by book, topic, or passage before; all those 
approaches are enriching ways to read the Word of God. The Storyline Bible 
Studies follow a literary thread to deepen your appreciation for God’s master 
plan of redemption and develop your skill in connecting the Old Testament to 
the New.
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INTRODUCTION

THE DESERTS STORYLINE

WHEN I PICTURE A DESERT,� my mind goes to movie series like Indiana 
Jones, Star Wars, The Mummy, and Dune––​all of which have scenes where the 
main character is vulnerable and isolated in a place they can’t survive. Deserts, 
no thank you.

And yet somehow, in each of those stories, deserts don’t lead to death. Instead, 
the desert becomes the place where the hero faces a challenge and overcomes, or 
at least survives to fight another day.

God does something similar with desert settings in the Bible, repurposing the 
winding journey through unsurvivable lands as a backdrop for stories about his 
protection, provision, and providence. The Deserts Bible study will show us God’s 
intentionality: that truths about who God is and what he does are woven into 
storylines through these geographical locations in Scripture.

As you may have seen through other Storyline Bible Studies, places didn’t 
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just matter in the ancient world—​they had meaning. Locations are not solely 
pins on a map; they are loaded with historical significance and serve as con-
nection points in God’s unified story of redemption from the Old Testament 
to the New.

As you study deserts in Scripture, you’re going to notice that the same God 
who met Hagar and Joseph in the desert––​during their most desperate times––​led 
Moses, the Israelites, and Jesus into deserts too. The desert is not a place of God’s 
punishment but rather a pathway forward to better things. Although it rarely feels 
that way at the time.

This Bible study will help you discover an all-​important truth: God meets 
your needs in your metaphorical deserts. Maybe that’s what you need to hear 
more than anything else right now. God has not abandoned you to your circum-
stances. Like he has done with everyone else he’s led through the desert, he will 
accompany you faithfully to the other side of this part of your journey.

In Deserts, we’re going to explore

	Ø Genesis 16, 21: the Deserts of Shur and Beersheba, where Hagar met and 
named God;

	Ø Genesis 37, 45, 50: the Desert of Dothan, where Joseph got thrown into 
a pit;

	Ø Numbers 11, 14: the Desert of Sinai, where Moses and the Israelites 
wandered in the wilderness;

	Ø Matthew 3–4: the Desert of Judea, where Jesus was tested; and
	Ø Matthew 14, 15: the Deserts of Ministry, where Jesus fed the multitudes.

We’re going to do this by looking at each desert story through four different 
lenses:

	Ø PART 1: CONTEXT. Do you ever feel dropped into a Bible story disoriented? 
Part 1 will introduce you to the desert you’re going to study and help you 
study its story in its scriptural context. Getting your bearings before you 
read will enable you to answer the question What am I about to read?

[Insert four bullets (“PART 1: CONTEXT” 
through “PART 4: RESPONDING”) and the 
two paragraphs that follow (“One of my prayers 
for you” through “artistic brilliance unfold”) 
copied exactly from the final version of Saints 
(978-1-64158-600-9), pages 2–3.]
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	Ø PART 2: SEEING. Do you ever read on autopilot? I do too. Sometimes I fin-
ish reading without a clue as to what just happened. A better way to read 
the Bible is to practice thoughtful, close reading of Scripture to absorb the 
message God is offering to us. That’s why part 2 includes close Scripture 
reading and observation questions to empower you to answer the question 
What is the story saying?

	Ø PART 3: UNDERSTANDING. If you’ve ever scratched your head after read-
ing your Bible, part 3 will give you the tools to understand the author’s 
intended meaning both for the original audience and for you. Plus you’ll 
practice connecting the Old and New Testaments to get a fuller picture 
of God’s unchanging grace. Part 3 will enable you to answer the question 
What does it mean?

	Ø PART 4: RESPONDING. The purpose of Bible study is to help you become 
more Christlike; that’s why part 4 will include journaling space for your 
reflection on and responses to the content and a blank checklist for action-
able next steps. You’ll be able to process what you’re learning so that you 
can live out the concepts and pursue Christlikeness. Part 4 will enable you 
to answer the questions What truths is this passage teaching? and How do I 
apply this to my life?

One of my prayers for you, as a curious Bible reader, is that our journey 
through this study will help you cultivate a biblical imagination so that you’re able 
to make connections throughout the whole storyline of the Bible. In each lesson, 
I’ll do my best to include a few verses from different places in the Bible that are 
connected to our desert stories. In the course of this study, we’ll see the way God 
shows up in deserts throughout his Word—​and get a glimpse of how he might 
show up in our lives today.

God’s Word is so wonderful, I hardly know how to contain my excitement. 
Feel free to geek out with me; let your geek flag fly high, my friends. When we 
can see how interrelated all the parts of Scripture are to each other, we’ll find our 
affection for God stirred as we see his artistic brilliance unfold.
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L E S S O N  O N E

GOING THROUGH REJECTION 
TO GET TO PROTECTION

THE DESERTS OF SHUR AND BEERSHEBA:  
WHERE HAGAR MEETS AND NAMES GOD

SCRIPTURE: GENESIS 16, 21
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PART 1

CONTE X T
Before you begin your study, we will start with the context of the story we are 
about to read together: the setting, both cultural and historical; the people 
involved; and where our passage fits in the larger setting of Scripture. All 
these things help us make sense of what we’re reading. Understanding the 
context of a Bible story is fundamental to reading Scripture well. Getting 
your bearings before you read will enable you to answer the question What 
am I about to read?

[DESIGN: is it possible to have a map of Israel and 
surrounding areas in each context section identifying 
which desert we are talking about?]

WHEN YOU’RE A WRITER,� rejection comes with the territory. I remem-
ber the sting of my first rejection email from a literary agent. In only a few min-
utes, the agent had reviewed and summarily dismissed a proposal I’d worked on 
for months, in which I’d filleted my heart and quantified every possible metric 
that might have made me a worthy investment to publishers. You think your days 
of getting picked for red rover are over when you reach adulthood—​and then 
you start a job search, or throw your hat in for a promotion, or submit your first 
book proposal. That’s when you remember how terrifying it is to raise your hand 
and say, “Pick me.”

The agent told me that no one would want to read my book idea, a topic 
that was dear to my heart and close to my personal experience. He did mention, 
though, that I had a good personality. It wasn’t me; it was my content.

After signing my first book contract, with a different agent, and turning in a 
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completed manuscript for No More Holding Back, I received legal notice from the 
publisher that my manuscript was being rejected. I had thirty days to rewrite the 
entire book, resubmit it, and pray that they wanted to move forward. By God’s 
grace, the title was published. But in those thirty days my prayer life went from 
inviting God to bless the work of my hands to begging God to steady my trem-
bling fingers as I typed sixty thousand new words.

Maybe your story is not publishing books and Bible studies, but you know 
good and well how fast we recoil after being dismissed, refused, or ignored. 
Whether you’ve put yourself out there on a dating app, in a new small group, or 
at work, you’ve experienced being turned down. It cuts deep.

The first two deserts we are going to visit in our studies together will be the 
Desert of Shur and the Desert of Beersheba. For Hagar, an enslaved woman on 
the run, both locations represented rejection. Sadly, the rejection Hagar experi-
enced in these two deserts is much more severe than anything I’ve described. Her 
abuse is in a category all its own.

Hagar’s story is set in a place where many people get lost and die of thirst. 
But not Hagar or her son. God brought them through the most severe form of 
rejection to get them to a place of protection.

Reading Hagar’s story without background knowledge of Ancient Near Eastern 
culture would be like wearing flip-​flops on a hike through the desert. You’d get 
gritty sand stuck between your toes, making for a terribly painful journey. You 
and I need to familiarize ourselves with Ancient Near Eastern legal traditions, 
such as the Code of Hammurabi and the Lipit-​Ishtar Code, on three key elements 
in Hagar’s story: slavery, surrogacy, and barrenness.

Slavery in the Bible

	Ø Although slavery in the Old Testament is not the same as the chattel slavery 
of the United States, humans owning other humans for any reason was not 
God’s design for our world.

	Ø The Exodus, the freeing of the Hebrew slaves from the Egyptian pharaoh, 
is the defining salvific event in the Old Testament. It helps define who God 
is and what he does. He is the God who frees and saves slaves.1
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	Ø The laws God gave his people to govern their behavior included instruc-
tions to set all Hebrew slaves free every fifty years, during the Year of Jubilee 
(Leviticus 25:8-10). Effectively, God designed a way to abolish slavery . . . 
over and over and over.

Surrogacy in the Ancient Near East

	Ø Female slaves “were considered both property and legal extensions of their 
mistress. As a result it would be possible for Sarai to have Hagar perform 
a variety of household tasks as well as to use her as a surrogate for her own 
barren womb.”2

	Ø “Concubines did not have the full status of wives but were girls who came 
to the marriage with no dowry and whose role included childbearing. As a 
result concubinage would not be viewed as polygamy.”3

	Ø “Surrogate mothers appear only in the ancestral narratives: Hagar and the 
two maidservants of Rachel and Leah (Gen 30). There is no contract men-
tioned here, since these women were all legal extensions of their mistress 
and any children they bore could be designated as the children of their 
mistress.”4

	Ø “Women in the ancient world obtained honor through marriage and chil-
dren. Although Hagar was a servant, the fact that she had conceived a 
child and Sarai had not gave her cause to hold her mistress in contempt. 
Sarai’s reaction in abusing Hagar may be based on both jealousy and class 
difference.”5

Barrenness in the Ancient Near East

	Ø “Failure to produce an heir was a major calamity for a family in the ancient 
world because it meant a disruption in the generational inheritance pattern 
and left no one to care for the couple in their old age.”6

	Ø “Legal remedies were developed which allowed a man whose wife had failed 
to provide him with a son to impregnate a slave girl (Code of Hammurabi; 
Nuzi texts) or a prostitute (Lipit-​Ishtar Code). The children from this 
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relationship could then be acknowledged by the father as his heirs (Code 
of Hammurabi).”7

God could have easily omitted this story from the canon of Scripture, but 
instead, he chose to expose the wrongdoings of some of the original faith family. 
Although I prefer to skip over stories in the Bible like Hagar’s, I am also comforted 
that our righteous God, the God of justice and mercy, intentionally gives Hagar’s 
exploitation a place in his Word. In a way only God can, he simultaneously gives 
voice to Hagar’s plight, tells on Sarai and Abram, teaches us how to avoid their 
mistakes, and ensures we know that he can be trusted to protect us.

Only God could author a literary masterpiece thousands of years old set in a 
totally different culture with ancient characters and settings we can hardly pro-
nounce while also telling true stories we can all relate to for all time.

God wants us to move on from rejection and into his protection, just like 
Hagar.

This is not to say God wants or wills you to go through rejection. God is 
good. He has good plans for you, plans to prosper and not to harm you (Jeremiah 
29:11). He may allow each of us to experience the consequences of our own sin 

or the sin of others, but we can be confident in God’s 
character: He is always redeeming our stories. God is 
a protecting God. Give him long enough, and you’ll 
see that he’s working all things out for your good. 
Even through rejection.

You’re about to read everything we know about 
Hagar. It’s a story about God meeting us in our most 
painful moments of life. About how near he is to us 

when we’ve been excluded, belittled, and victimized. And it’s also a story about 
making it through mistreatment to protection.

God is the [G]od of those 
deserted in the wilderness, 
of those on the fringes.8

Susan Niditch, “Genesis,” in Women’s 
Bible Commentary
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	1.	 PERSONAL CONTEXT: What is going on in your life right now that might impact 

how you understand Hagar’s story in the Deserts of Shur and Beersheba? What 

do you hope to learn from this lesson?

	2.	 SPIRITUAL CONTEXT: If you’ve never studied deserts in the Bible or Hagar’s story 

before, what piques your curiosity? If you’ve studied these topics before, what 

impressions and insights do you recall?

	3.	 BIBLICAL CONTEXT: What questions come to mind as you read about the context 

of Hagar’s story? What questions do you wish you could have answered before 

studying this part of Scripture?

11Lesson One





PART 2

SEEING
Seeing the text is vital if we want the heart of the Scripture passage to sink 
in. We read slowly and intentionally through the text with the context in mind. 
As we practice close, thoughtful reading of Scripture, we pick up on phrases, 
implications, and meanings we might otherwise have missed. Part 2 includes 
close Scripture reading and observation questions to empower you to 
answer the question What is the story saying?

MY ELEVEN-​YEAR-​OLD SON,� Caleb, loves Marvel movies—​particularly 
the origin stories of superheroes like Spider-​Man and Iron Man. Because he knows 
their backstories, Caleb interprets their present-​day behaviors through the lens 
of their pasts. Someone’s origin story can explain a lot.

Abraham and Sarah’s origin story starts long before either of them is born—​
with the first humans, Adam and Eve, who chose to reject God’s instructions and 
invitation to help the world flourish (Genesis 1–3). After Adam and Eve were 
exiled from the Garden of Eden, everything spiraled further away from God’s 
good plan for humanity. One of Adam and Eve’s sons murdered another. Human 
beings built a tower to once again proclaim to God that they didn’t need him. Evil 
abounded. That’s when God cleaned house with a great flood. Then he invited 
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a new couple to join him in bringing about his intention for our world: to bless 
everyone (Genesis 12).

Enter Abraham and Sarah. Or, since we’re in their origin story, we’ll use their 
original names: Abram and Sarai. These two people were called by God to launch 
a movement. Physically, they were asked by God to leave their home. Spiritually, 
they were asked to bring a blessing to the whole world through their faith in God. 
God promised to make them into a great nation, which was another way of saying 
that he was going to give them children who would have children . . . until their 
family tree had too many branches to count.

The problem was that Sarai and Abram struggled with infertility. Unable to 
conceive, the couple resorted to shameful cultural practices that exposed their 
lack of faith in God.

	1.	 Read Genesis 16:1-6. Underline any location markers described in the story.

16 Now Sarai, Abram’s wife, bore him no children. She had an Egyptian 

slave-​girl whose name was Hagar, 2 and Sarai said to Abram, “You 

see that the Lord has prevented me from bearing children; go in to 

my slave-​girl; it may be that I shall obtain children by her.” And Abram 

listened to the voice of Sarai. 3 So, after Abram had lived ten years in 

the land of Canaan, Sarai, Abram’s wife, took Hagar the Egyptian, her 

slave-​girl, and gave her to her husband Abram as a wife. 4 He went in to 

Hagar, and she conceived; and when she saw that she had conceived, 

she looked with contempt on her mistress. 5 Then Sarai said to Abram, 

“May the wrong done to me be on you! I gave my slave-​girl to your 

embrace, and when she saw that she had conceived, she looked on me 

with contempt. May the Lord judge between you and me!” 6 But Abram 

said to Sarai, “Your slave-​girl is in your power; do to her as you please.” 

Then Sarai dealt harshly with her, and she ran away from her.

G E N E S I S  1 6 : 1 - 6
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	2.	 How does the Bible describe the problem Sarai and Abram were facing? What was 

Sarai’s proposed solution?

	3.	 Read Genesis 12:10-20 for more information on Sarai’s backstory and then 

answer the questions that follow.

10 Now there was a famine in the land. So Abram went down to Egypt to 

reside there as an alien, for the famine was severe in the land. 11 When he 

was about to enter Egypt, he said to his wife Sarai, “I know well that you 

are a woman beautiful in appearance; 12 and when the Egyptians see you, 

they will say, ‘This is his wife’; then they will kill me, but they will let you live. 
13 Say you are my sister, so that it may go well with me because of you, 

and that my life may be spared on your account.” 14 When Abram entered 

Egypt the Egyptians saw that the woman was very beautiful. 15 When the 

officials of Pharaoh saw her, they praised her to Pharaoh. And the woman 

was taken into Pharaoh’s house. 16 And for her sake he dealt well with 

Abram; and he had sheep, oxen, male donkeys, male and female slaves, 

female donkeys, and camels.
17 But the Lord afflicted Pharaoh and his house with great plagues 

because of Sarai, Abram’s wife. 18 So Pharaoh called Abram, and said, 

“What is this you have done to me? Why did you not tell me that she was 

your wife? 19 Why did you say, ‘She is my sister,’ so that I took her for my 

wife? Now then, here is your wife, take her, and be gone.” 20 And Pharaoh 

gave his men orders concerning him; and they set him on the way, with his 

wife and all that he had.

G E N E S I S  1 2 : 1 0 - 2 0
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a. What happened to Sarai?

b. What was Abram’s role in the story?

c. What did Abram and Sarai take with them when they left Egypt?

d. How do you think this experience would have impacted Sarai’s and Abram’s 

relationships with each other and with God?

As you process the harshness with which Sarai treated Hagar, I want you to 
consider that Sarai had experienced similar treatment from Abram in Egypt. In 
each case, a woman was seen as disposable property. A massive status and power 
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gap existed between Abram and Sarai, just as it did between Sarai and Hagar. 
While in Egypt, Abram schemed to save his life at Sarai’s expense. But in the 
story of Sarai and Hagar, Sarai is the one who’s scheming to save her future at 
Hagar’s expense.

When Sarai has the power to treat Hagar with mercy, she doesn’t. She lords 
her status over Hagar without any empathy or understanding. Abram is no better. 
He is complicit in Hagar’s abuse; he has the most power in the household, but he 
does not protest Sarai’s treatment of Hagar and instead turns a blind eye.

While Sarai’s backstory contains echoes of Hagar’s experience, the two women 
couldn’t be more different. The only thing Sarai and Hagar have in common is 
Abram.

DIFFERENCES BETWEEN SARAI AND HAGAR

Sarai Hagar

Hebrew Egyptian

wife concubine/surrogate

rich poor

free enslaved

old young

infertile fertile

	4.	 Read Genesis 16:7-16. Circle any mentions of the wilderness.

7 The angel of the Lord found her by a spring of water in the wilderness, 

the spring on the way to Shur. 8 And he said, “Hagar, slave-​girl of Sarai, 

where have you come from and where are you going?” She said, “I am 

running away from my mistress Sarai.” 9 The angel of the Lord said 

to her, “Return to your mistress, and submit to her.” 10 The angel of 

the Lord also said to her, “I will so greatly multiply your offspring that 

they cannot be counted for multitude.” 11 And the angel of the Lord 

said to her,
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“Now you have conceived and shall bear a son;

you shall call him Ishmael,

for the Lord has given heed to your affliction.
12 He shall be a wild ass of a man,

with his hand against everyone,

and everyone’s hand against him;

and he shall live at odds with all his kin.”

13 So she named the Lord who spoke to her, “You are El-​roi”; for she said, 

“Have I really seen God and remained alive after seeing him?” 14 Therefore 

the well was called Beer-​lahai-​roi; it lies between Kadesh and Bered.
15 Hagar bore Abram a son; and Abram named his son, whom Hagar 

bore, Ishmael. 16 Abram was eighty-​six years old when Hagar bore him 

Ishmael.

G E N E S I S  1 6 : 7 - 1 6

	5.	 How bad would your life have to be to run away from your home and family?

	6.	 Write out Genesis 16:7 below:
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For those of us who know the profound disorientation of being or feeling lost, 
God’s activity in Hagar’s life is all the more comforting.

God found her.
He will find us.
Hagar was discarded, disgraced, and displaced. But God. He came near to her 

in her time of greatest need. You and I can trust that he will show up for us when 
we are brokenhearted.

	7.	 Write out Psalm 34:18 below:

	8.	 According to Genesis 16:7, where did God find Hagar? Why do you think that is an 

important detail in the story?

Notice with me the description God gives Hagar in his address to her in Genesis 
16:8: “slave-​girl of Sarai.” At this point in Hagar’s story, this is her identity. God 
does not address her as a child of God, beloved of God, a mother, a woman. But 
he is not dismissing her or demeaning her. God refers to her as Sarai’s slave to show 
Hagar he knows what she’s just escaped. The God who frees slaves is speaking to 
someone who’s just been emancipated—even if it doesn’t look that way yet.
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	9.	 Write out God’s two questions to Hagar and her one response from Genesis 16:8:

Hagar answered only one of the Lord’s questions to her. She was able to com-
municate where she’d come from—​but not where she was going. I wonder if 
Hagar didn’t know where she was going. Or if she knew she was headed to her 
death and couldn’t utter the words.

	10.	Describe a time in your life when you had no idea where you were going but just 

knew you had to leave.
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