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the best of intentions... 
a few people tell a story about when your best intentions 
didn’t turn out as you had hoped: 
 
 
as a group discuss possible reasons why sometimes best intentions go wrong, and what would 
be a wiser course to take: 
 
 

1. the harder I try the worse it gets... read Genesis 16.1-6: 
Write a summary of the story including the problem, what caused the problem, who was 
responsible for the problem, what the best intentions were, what was the outcome: 
 
 
 
 
In Genesis why might Sarai taking the lead ring alarm bells? 
 
 
Perhaps this encounter illustrates some typical female/male responses:   
Do the women present relate to Sarai’s feeling of inadequacy and her expedient solution?  How 
do you respond when you see a problem that needs fixing?  How might Sarai have responded 
better? 
 
 
Do the men present relate to Abram’s willingness to ‘go along’? How do you respond when 
someone puts forward an expedient (and possibly attractive!) solution to a problem? How might 
Abram have responded better? 
 
 
What are the results when Abram and Sarai try to give God a hand? 
 
 
Read 16.7-15: 
What does God’s promise to Hagar tell us about God and his relationship with his world? 
 
 
What might this account suggest about assessing right and wrong actions simply from how much 
they prosper? 
 
 
application 

When might Christians feel ‘the harder I try the worse it gets’?  Is it because you’re trying to give 
God a hand? 
 
 
 
Talk about how you might be tempted to push expediency, or ‘go along’ with something, in your 
Christian life.  How much does a lack of ‘prosperity’ influence this? 
 

Genesis 16-17 
God’s covenant means obedience... 
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2. a personal reminder...  read 17.1-21 
What is the role of circumcision in the covenant relationship?  What is the 
reality that this sign points to?  
 
 
Was being circumcised a guarantee of having the covenant? Could 
someone, even a son of Abraham, be circumcised and not be a recipient 
of the covenant? 
 
 
read and discuss the column to the left: 
 
 
application 

Read Ezekiel 36.24-27 (c.f. Jer 31.31-35; Heb 8.8-15) 
Ezekiel says that God will outwardly sprinkle his people with clean water 
signifying a new heart of Spirit-filled New Covenant obedience.  This is 
part of the OT background to the NT practise of water baptism.  Just like 
circumcision was the sign of the Old Covenant so now water baptism is 
the sign of the New Covenant.  Discuss how the parallel with circumcision 
helps us to understand the practise and role of water baptism: 
 
 
  
 
 

3. taking God literally... read 17.22-27  
Do you think you might have been able to come up with any good reasons 
to not do any of this?  
 
 
What do you think is the point of the detail in vv22-27? 
 
 
The NT is full of instructions and examples that are to be taken literally.  
(If you have time read some of the following Eph 5-6; Col 2-4; 1 Thess 4; 
Heb 13; 1 Pet 2.11-3.12).   With what are you most tempted to come up with 
good reasons to not  do what the Bible says?  What’s hard to take literally? 
 
 
 
Think again of your female/male tendencies and roles.  How are you 
tempted to ‘give God a hand’ but not take God literally? 
 
 
Can you identify areas where trying to do God’s work for him actually 
prevents you from doing the thing God wants you to do?  e.g. I don’t tell 
people about Jesus (like God says to) because I feel responsible for how 
they’ll respond (but that’s God’s job)  
 

circumcision 

Abraham is not to trust in 

his own strength.  His old 

attempt was wrong and 

now ‘cut-off’ and God will 

make a clean new start. 

Abraham’s circumcision 

marks his own obedience.  

In this Abraham is the 

archetypal pagan ‘convert’.  

Future adult converts to 

Israel would also be adult 

circumcised.    

But beginning with 

Abraham, Israelite adults 

affirmed their own 

obedience/submission by 

making sure that their sons 

were circumcised.  Adult 

circumcision is not normal 

in Israel. 

 An uncircumcised Israelite 

male was 2nd generation 

disobedient.  He was 

himself unrepentant and a 

son of disobedient parents.  

This was punished by death 

(v14 – to be cut off from his 

people means death.) to 

prevent the corruption of 

Israel. 

In summary then, adult 

converts were adult 

circumcised but those 

already in God’s family 

signalled their obedience 

by giving the sign of the 

covenant to their sons. 
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