
November 1, 2020 
God Made Sarah Laugh 
Genesis 18:1-15; 21:1-7 
 
Beginning Prayer Reflection 
Read this poem, written by Pastor Mike Hixson and reflect on what Sarah must have felt in that 

moment, at 90, when she was told she would yet conceive and bear a child. Hear the bitterness, 

the ridicule, and the tiny glimmer of hope in that laughter.  

 

Nursing Laughter 

Sarah was ninety years  

old when the strangers came 

to tell her husband 

that she would soon 

be with child. 
 

Maybe 

earlier that morning 

she caught a glimpse 

of her tangled white hair 

and thought of the bald 

babies she had never held. 
 

Maybe 

she long ago began 

taking her morning bath alone 

because she couldn’t bear 

to see the stretch marks 

that began to appear 

on her servant girls’ 

stomachs, year by year. 
 

When she heard the strangers 

say she would have a son, 

being ninety, 

she laughed 

an empty womb laugh, 

an absurd laugh in the face of 

those unseeing forces 

that must govern who has 

children in a patriarch’s world 

and who doesn’t. 
 

One of the strangers had the audacity 

to ask, 

“why do you laugh? 

Is anything 

impossible 

with God?” 
 

She being ninety denied that she had 

laughed,and yet, 

when her son was born 

less than a year later, she named him 
 

Laughter 

saying, “God has made me to 

laugh and now anyone 

who hears of this can laugh 

with me.” 
 

She said this, nursing Laughter 

with breasts that were full 

for the first time in her life. 

  

God of love, as we ponder the fullness of your perfect love, may we live in your love so that we 

show that love to those closest to us, to our community, and to our world. Amen.  

 

Engaging the Text 
Recall that we are spending time with the whole story of Abram and Sarai’s journeys in Genesis 

12-25. This week, we are focusing especially on chapter 21:8-21. Pay close attention to the 

words of this text. What words or phrases do you notice? What questions arise? What parts of the 

story are familiar to you? What parts have you not heard before?  



Digging Deeper 
adapted from a commentary by Rolf Jacobson 

https://www.workingpreacher.org/preaching.aspx?commentary_id=1087 

 

Our lesson this week has been thought of, by some, as an Old Testament literary parallel to the 

Christmas story. Similar to the birth of Jesus, the story moves from announcement (or 

"annunciation") to consummation -- from promise to fulfillment. As Walter Brueggemann has 

commented, "In 21:1-18, we have the central fulfillment within the Abraham tradition. The birth 

of the child is the fulfillment of all the promises, the resolution of all the anguish." 

 

The point is to recognize in this story not just a story. Not just a good story. And not even just a 

good a story about God. Rather, the point is to recognize this story as characteristic of the nature 

of God.  

 

The fulfillment scene in chapter 21 shows God in action. . . being God. Here we see God's very 

character being revealed in God's actions, as God keeps promises, turns darkness into light, 

changes mourning into dancing, transforms weeping into joy. Here we are afforded a glimpse of 

God's very heart -- as God transforms Sarah's mocking laughter of disbelief into a joyous 

laughter of faith. 

 

As has been made clear already, the promise that Abraham hears -- and Sarah overhears -- in 

Genesis 18 was not a new promise, which surely made it even harder to believe. What kind of 

promise is harder to believe than a promise that has been repeatedly not kept? What kind of 

promise-maker is harder to believe than one who has continually not kept a promise? 

 

So when God yet again repeated the promise -- "I will surely return to you in due season, and 

your wife Sarah shall have a son" -- one can hardly blame her for laughing (just as Abraham 

laughed in Genesis 17). According to 18:12: "Sarah laughed to herself." The phrase translated as 

"to herself" (beqirbah) is interesting. More woodenly, the term might be translated "inside of 

herself" or "in her guts." 

 

The phrase suggests less that Sarah laughed quietly, and more that she had a great, big belly 

laugh at God and the promise that God keeps making -- and keeps on not keeping. Sarah also 

does not put too subtle of a point on both her age and Abraham's age.  

 

As an aside, commentators have also stressed the role of hospitality in the story. Abraham and 

Sarah show hospitality to strangers. Without overstating the matter, one may say that in the 

biblical world, hospitality was one of -- if not the -- chief social virtue. Hospitality was far more 

than a matter of being polite -- it was a moral expectation, a sacred duty. The law of hospitality 

required that a person treat everyone like family (at least for a day and a night). Hebrews 13:2 

exhorts the faithful to "show hospitality to strangers, for by doing that some have entertained 

angels without knowing it."  

 

Hebrews is likely referring to Genesis 18. But the message of both Hebrews 13 and Genesis 18 is 

not that "because" Abraham and Sarah showed hospitality, "therefore" God renewed and kept the 

promise. Rather, the message is that hospitality is the sacred duty and delight of all people who 



belong to God. Because we belong to God, when we encounter strangers we receive them as 

people who already belong to us and we welcome them as also belonging to God. 

 

The passage in Genesis 18 ends on a stranger note: Sarah laughs. She is berated for laughing.  

She denies having laughed. And the messenger says, "O yes, you did laugh." Why? What is the 

point of the exchange? The text is not clear. Abraham was not similarly berated in chapter 17.  

 

So why does Sarah get chewed out? One cannot say. But one can say this: The exchange 

emphasizes the world laughter (Hebrew: tsachaq). The word occurs in various forms four 

different times within just a few verses (verses 12-15). This emphasis sets the scene for the 

surprising turn of fortunes in chapter 21. 

 

But the most important phrase in the exchange between the messenger and Sarah is the 

messenger's question back to Sarah. Sarah scoffs a question: "Shall I indeed bear a child, now 

that I am old?" The messenger asks a question in return: "Is anything too wonderful for the 

Lord?" 

 

Sarah, made cynical by the passing years, exhausted by God's unkept promises, afraid to start to 

hope again, clearly thinks that there are plenty of things too wonderful for the Lord. 

 

The second scene in this week's lesson brings the fulfillment of the whole series of promises -- 

the promises made in Genesis 12, 15, 17, and 18. It marks the initial fulfillment of the covenantal 

promises to Abraham and Sarah. 

 

The child Isaac is born -- the child whose very name means Laughter. When God renewed the 

promise to Abraham in chapter 17, the old man laughed. When God renewed the promise yet 

again in chapter 18, the old woman laughed, too. So when the child was born, God had the last 

laugh. The child was named laughter and Sarah said, "God has brought laughter for me; 

everyone who hears will laugh with me" (verse 6).  It is especially important here to note that the 

text emphasizes God's faithfulness to Sarah. Genesis 21 begins, "The Lord dealt with Sarah as he 

had said, and the Lord did for Sarah as he had promised." 

 

Notice that the text specifically mentions not Abraham, but Sarah. And remember that way back 

in chapter 16, Abraham had a son by Hagar. And if one reads ahead to Genesis 25:1-6, the text 

describes that after Sarah died, Abraham married again and had six more children by his second 

wife. This story is about God’s faithfulness, specifically, to Sarah, and Sarah’s place in the 

covenant and in the tradition.  

 

It is important to realize how counter-cultural this emphasis would have been in an ancient, 

patriarchal society. God's promises were not just for Abraham, but for Sarah, too. The Lord's 

covenant was big enough not just for the old man, but for the old woman, too.  

 

Is anything too wonderful for the Lord? 

Responding To The Word 
The writer of the commentary adapted above encourages us to think about this story as a story 

that shows the very character of God in action – a God who keeps promises, changes mourning 



into dancing, transforms weeping into joy. How has God kept promises in your life? Have you 

ever felt like God let you down, like God was making you wait a long time? How do we handle 

those hard times in our lives? How do we stay open to the ways God might be fulfilling promises 

in unexpected, seemingly impossible ways? 


