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Praise for


The Most Overwhelmed Women of the Bible


“Many of my clients, friends, and I wrestle with two common struggles: feeling overwhelmed by our circumstances and emotions and struggling to understand how God meets us in that messy place. Through beautiful storytelling and profound biblical insights from the lives of women in the Bible, Mary DeMuth addresses this dilemma with the truth and grace we desperately need.”


—Ashley Moore, author, host of the Heal and Grow podcast, and Clinical Mental Health graduate student at Liberty University


“Mary writes with raw authenticity, breathing life into these women’s stories. In a world where overwhelm is the norm, her words invite us to rediscover peace through Scripture in ways we never expected.”


—Christy Boulware, author of Nervous Breakthrough and founder of Fearless Unite


“Like a skilled artist, Mary DeMuth once again brings biblical women to life through relatable and familiar narratives. She reminds us—too often forgotten—that these figures were real people with real struggles. With her masterful storytelling and timely wisdom, she helps us navigate our own overwhelm, just as these biblical women once did.”


—Stephanie Gilbert, speaker, podcast co-host, and co-author of Pastors’ Wives Tell All


“With her typical biblical expertise and warm heart, Mary DeMuth introduces us to the most overwhelmed women in the Bible. I say introduces us because, in many cases, it feels like we are meeting them for the first time with her fresh and riveting descriptions of their narratives. On every page, Mary reminds us all that we have moments of overwhelm and that God remains beside us, no matter what.”


—Chris Morris, TEDx speaker and author of Trekking Toward Tenacity: Your Family’s Roadmap to Stronger Mental Health


“Mary’s rich insight helps us get to know these biblical women as she highlights their struggles, faith, and resilience. This book is a powerful journey with these women and their God that feels deeply personal and relatable. Through Mary’s thoughtful writing, she offers her reader hope and an increased desire to lean into God and his Word.”


—Mariel Davenport, author of Ruth: Finding Grace in the Unexpected and the TEND Bible study series


“The Most Overwhelmed Women of the Bible is beautifully written and profoundly encouraging. It brings fresh insight into the struggles of biblical women and the peace available through God in the midst of overwhelm. With the wisdom and compassion I’ve come to know Mary for, she brilliantly weaves the stories of biblical women into our own, reminding us that God’s presence is steady even when life feels unmanageable. This book is a must-read for anyone seeking biblical encouragement, practical hope, and a deeper trust in God’s peace.”


—Monica Ritchie, host of the Theologically Fashioned podcast


“Mary DeMuth’s The Most Overwhelmed Women of the Bible will captivate the heart of every woman navigating the whelms of life. DeMuth masterfully brings the stories of biblical women to life in a way that allows you to see yourself in their journeys. This book is a reassuring and hope-filled refuge for the overwhelmed heart—a must-read for every woman.”


—Natasha Smith, author of Can You Just Sit with Me?: Healthy Grieving for the Losses of Life


“Mary DeMuth combines incredible storytelling with a biblical narrative flair to give voice to ten of the most overwhelmed women in Scripture. Women everywhere will find themselves within these powerful stories, be reminded they are not alone, and find courage, strength, and sisterhood in the women who have gone before them.”


—Tera Elness, author of Sitting with Jesus: A Yearlong Faith Journey


“In The Most Overwhelmed Women of the Bible, author Mary DeMuth vibrantly explores and shares life through the eyes of these Old and New Testament women, allowing us to experience their difficult stories. DeMuth carefully weaves the threads that connect us all in our shared humanity. Rich with history and personality, these chapters give us the hope and peace that an ever-present God comes alongside us too, his precious daughters, in our own overwhelming stress and anxiety—seeing us and loving us.”


—Jodi H. Grubbs, author of Live Slowly: A Gentle Invitation to Exhale


“Mary DeMuth hits it out of the park once more with her book The Most Overwhelmed Women of the Bible. She has a unique signature style of bringing the Scriptures to life, making you feel as if you are right there, living the story in real time.”


—Dr. Deanna Shrodes, author of Uncommon Answers: Partnering with the Holy Spirit to Receive Extraordinarily More


“In The Most Overwhelmed Women of the Bible, Mary DeMuth masterfully bridges ancient stories with today’s pressures. Her words offer hope and practical wisdom, reminding us that God’s presence remains constant even when life feels unmanageable. A gift for every woman who feels she can’t catch her breath.”


—Rachel Wojo, author of Desperate Prayers: Embracing the Power of Prayer in Life’s Darkest Moments
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To the Leakey Family, who have walked through the valley of overwhelm









INTRODUCTION


Overwhelm as Oxygen


I have a tab open on my search bar from my typing, “lost the capacity to relax.” I haven’t had a chance to peruse the articles, though I want to. And this, even during a supposed vacation where I had some margin. I know I’m not alone. Like you, like every human being on the face of God’s beautiful earth, I struggle with being overwhelmed.


Did you know the word’s root, whelm, is its own word? According to Oxford Languages, whelm comes from hwelfan in the Old English, which means to overturn a vessel. So whelm, which used to be in common usage until the late 1800s, has a strong enough meaning on its own. It means to engulf, submerge, bury, flow, or heap up abundantly—particularly at sea.1 Think of the walls of the Red Sea as they overflowed the once-dry ground to engulf the Egyptian army, or consider Jonah’s companions throwing him overboard because of the cacophony of the waves, or perhaps the shipwreck Paul experienced in Malta.


If whelm has such a connotation, overwhelm has an even more catastrophic meaning. While it has typically been used as a noun (“My overwhelm is palpable”), today it’s more often used as a descriptor (“I feel overwhelmed”). I have friends sputtering through the chaotic waters of overwhelm right now—they lost their ministry; nearly lost one of their children (who died in the mother’s arms, then came back to life); lost their reputation; lost a dearly loved parent; and nearly lost their grandchild, who continues to suffer. In a moment of reprieve, another horrific trial whelmed, then overwhelmed them. It has been a privilege to walk alongside them, though I grieve deeply all they have had to endure.


Perhaps you can relate?


As I write this, I am reading through the Bible rapidly—it is a discipline I have practiced over the past several years. When you read the Bible quickly, you begin to see themes arising. And, wow, is there suffering. Beyond the first sparks of creation and the bliss Adam and Eve must have known in the halcyon Garden of Eden, people suffered in a myriad of ways after sin entered the world. At one point, the earth was so wicked and violent that the Lord overwhelmed it with a catastrophic flood. And even when the world dried up, then sprouted life, Noah got drunk, and his nakedness was exposed—even though he was found to be a righteous man.


The longer I live, the more I abhor the so-called “prosperity gospel” that promises if we pull all the right levers, God is obligated to bless us with health, wealth, and social standing. The problem with that way of thinking is the reality of the human condition coupled with the fallenness of our world system. This world cannot satisfy us way down deep; it can only slake our thirst for a moment. It’s far more like Edmund’s Turkish delight from The Chronicles of Narnia series that satisfies for a second but then entices us to want more and more. Once we chase the blessings of God rather than God himself, we tread on an idolatrous treadmill, never quite arriving, but always thinking if we could just get everything right and pull the perfect lever, then we would arrive at our blissful destination. We are overwhelmed with unfulfilled desires, and we are wearing clear out.


The other thing I realized as I read the entirety of the Bible is that the people peopling its pages are real. They are not characters in a play, meant to teach us lessons about life. They worried. They failed. They triumphed. They lost. They questioned. They harmed. They were taken advantage of. They sinned. They had sick days. Like you, they breathed in air, then let it out. And there is much we can learn from them. Some serve as cautionary tales. Others show us the way to live in difficult times. Some reveal the basest of human interactions. Others reveal what genuine love looks like lived out loud.


As a woman, I’ve become more interested in the female people in the Bible, and I’ve experienced such joy in unpacking their oft-overlooked stories. As I prayed about this new book, finding overwhelmed ladies was not hard to do. So many of the Most Misunderstood Women of the Bible and The Most Overlooked Women of the Bible (the first two books in this series) were also overwhelmed.


In this book, like the others, I will flesh out their stories, adding sinew and grit to the existing biblical narrative. I want you to see these women, experiencing life through their eyes. I want you to walk the dusty roads with them, feel their anguish, and find points of connection in their stories. Whenever possible, I quote directly from the NLT Bible, but, to create scenes, I will put my novelist hat atop my historical research mind and add details that make this historical fiction jump off the page—at least that’s my intent.


These women faced extreme stress. They were whelmed by life, then overwhelmed. We will examine the stories of these women:




	Sarai, the disbelieving one


	Zipporah, the nomadic one


	Manoah’s wife, the grieved one


	Naaman’s slave girl, the imprisoned one


	Huldah, the burdened one


	Esther, the fearful one


	Elizabeth, the barren one


	Mary, the pierced one


	The widow, the broke one


	Priscilla, the displaced one





We see the English iteration of overwhelm primarily in the Old Testament. And there, most verses with the idea of being overwhelmed are found in the Book of Job and the Psalms, which makes obvious sense. As noted on Bible Hub, the three primary words for it are:




	
Kasah, which means to cover over, engulf, or hide


	
Shuph, which means to break, bruise, or cover


	
Naphal, which means overthrow, lost, or perish2






Overwhelm often deals in water imagery—to be drowned, crushed by waves. Have you ever felt like you were drowning? That no matter what you do, no matter how you flail in life, you can’t catch your breath? Wave after wave of trials crash over you, and you’re left gasping. Psalm 69:15 speaks to this: “Don’t let the floods overwhelm me, or the deep waters swallow me, or the pit of death devour me.” In that imagery of waters and drowning, there is a strong connotation of darkness as well. The deeper one sinks into the ocean, the darker it gets. That’s why it’s beautiful to see how Kenneth S. Wuest renders John 1:5. “And the light in the darkness is constantly shining. And the darkness did not overwhelm it” (emphasis mine).3


Friend, if you feel like life is crashing over you, if you’re struggling to see your next step in the dark, there is hope. The Lord knows how to rescue those who flail and fear. He loves to care for the straying sheep, the brokenhearted wanderer, and the overwhelmed follower. It’s that last phraseology that might trip us up. If we are a follower of Jesus Christ, the true light in all darkness, how is it that we face being overwhelmed? And does it mean we’re frail if we feel that way?


We encounter overwhelming circumstances because we live in a fallen world. And it’s normal to feel overwhelmed. Even elite apostles felt that way. Paul said it well when he wrote this to the Corinthian church:


We think you ought to know, dear brothers and sisters, about the trouble we went through in the province of Asia. We were crushed and overwhelmed beyond our ability to endure, and we thought we would never live through it. In fact, we expected to die. But as a result, we stopped relying on ourselves and learned to rely only on God, who raises the dead. And he did rescue us from mortal danger, and he will rescue us again. We have placed our confidence in him, and he will continue to rescue us. (2 Corinthians 1:8–10)


Paul experienced overwhelming circumstances to the point of despairing of life. And in that, God rescued him—but with a lesson. He had to learn and relearn how to stop relying on his own resources and begin to truly find solace and strength in God alone.


Maybe that’s where you are in your journey today. You’re overwhelmed, yes, but you want to learn all you can in the midst of your current flooded darkness. You want to mine the depths of God’s character, searching for him in difficult places. You want to locate him in the rubble. The good news is that he loves to be sought, and as you find him, you will uncover the riches of his love toward you. Paul reflects on this in Romans 8:35–37:


Can anything ever separate us from Christ’s love? Does it mean he no longer loves us if we have trouble or calamity, or are persecuted, or hungry, or destitute, or in danger, or threatened with death? (As the Scriptures say, “For your sake we are killed every day; we are being slaughtered like sheep.”) No, despite all these things, overwhelming victory is ours through Christ, who loved us.


You may feel overwhelmed, but victory is yours. You are loved. You are held. You are noticed. You are seen.


May these true stories reorient your heart toward the God who stays with you through overwhelming circumstances. And may you find new aspects of his love as you seek him through your pain. That’s my prayer for you.









CHAPTER ONE


Sarai, the Disbelieving One


“I am your princess,” Sarai said to Abram, her husband. The fact had been as settled as her name. She was his, and he was hers.


“But princess of where, my dear one?” Abram picked up a stick, then traced the familiar map of their homeland. He drew a star, then poked it with the nib of the branch. “Ur is our home—our former home. And now we find ourselves in Haran as nomads. But for how long?”


Sarai looked at the burial cave where Abram’s father, Terah, rested. “I am sorry for our loss, dear Abram. Father brought us here, and now what are we to do? Return to Ur?”


Abram shook his head. “I do not know. Our future is tied with Lot. But I have received no such direction. We must wait.”


“Waiting. I do not like waiting much. You know me to be painfully impatient.” Sarai knelt before the fire in their camp, stirring the embers. A roasted lamb spiraled above it on a makeshift spit. Cooking in semipermanent spaces was its own worry. But tonight, with the stars nearly singing songs of triumph over her head, she felt in her stomach the worry of anticipation. Living in flux had never been her strength.


She watched as Abram ventured a bit farther from camp, then knelt in the dust. She squinted as the risen moon spotlighted him to the earth. In a moment, he lay prostrate, face kissing the ground, arms akimbo, not moving. YHWH must be talking, she thought. Abram laid that way a long time while birds sang their last songs of the dusk.


When he returned, his face seemed to glow through the visage of dust. “I know what we are to do,” he told her. Abram placed his hands on her shoulders and looked into her eyes. The dancing flames of the fire became the perfect backdrop for news of what would be their next adventure. “Sit,” he said.


Sarai sat beside him as they watched the fire spark and spit embers into the sky.


Abram pointed heavenward. “The stars,” he said.


“Yes, they are beautiful tonight.”


He placed a worn hand on her knee. “The Lord said we are to leave Ur completely behind, including all our family and relatives.”


“And where will we go?” Sarai’s heart thrummed her chest. She would finally know their destiny!


Abram shook his head. “I do not know,” he said.


“You do not yet know?”


“No, just that we are to go wherever God leads us.”


This was no comfort to her. The stars that had winked in a friendly manner now seemed distant and fickle.


“But there is more to this sojourn,” he said. “God made us a promise.”


“What good is a promise if I live as a nomad—and without children!” Sarai tried not to raise her voice, but her words came out cracked, high-pitched.


“Would you like to hear what he said?” Abraham sighed, letting out what seemed to be the longest breath.


Sarai nodded. The fire spat and died.


“He said he will make me into a great nation. He will bless me and make me famous, and I will become a blessing to others. He will bless all those who bless me and curse those who treat us with contempt. And then he finished with these words: All the families on earth will be blessed through me.”


Sarai said nothing. She had spent her adult life longing for children, but each cycle brought its own cruelty. The Almighty had closed her womb, and it lay dormant. How could he possibly open it at such an age? Still, she trusted Abram, and in the quiet beneath the canopy of stars, as sand gritted her feet, she whispered, “I will go with you.”
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At seventy-five, Abram possessed uncanny strength. The following morning, he helped break camp as he, his nephew Lot, and everyone in their households left Haran for good. This was no small feat, as they’d acquired many people and livestock. The Lord had further instructed Sarai’s husband that they were to move toward Canaan, setting up camp in Shechem. Beside a giant oak tree in Moreh, they encamped, surrounded by Canaanites. This troubled Sarai, and she felt the ambiguity of being out of her element in this new, strange place. It was there that Abram built an altar to the Lord because he had appeared to him again, promising that this very earth they trod would someday be theirs. But right now? They were wayfarers there.


They continued their trek through the hilled country, flanked by Bethel on the west and Ai on the east. Abram, now accustomed to altar-erecting, dedicated another altar to the Lord there. They made their way southward, day by day, toward the Negev. In all of this, Sarai did not complain, though she acquired blistered feet from such a weary march. As famine strangled the land, Abram directed them toward Egypt, which worried Sarai. Would the Egyptians treat them with contempt or favor? Could she trust that Abram’s God had their best in mind?


Abram pulled her into an embrace, then whispered in her ear one night as they neared Egypt. “Look, you are a very beautiful woman,” he said. “When the Egyptians see you, they will say, ‘This is his wife. Let’s kill him; then we can have her!’ So please tell them you are my sister. Then they will spare my life and treat me well because of their interest in you.” Trusting did not come easy to Sarai in this wandering state. Would God spare her if they didn’t enact this plan?


She pulled away. This would be a half-truth, she knew. She could not argue with her husband’s logic—she actually was his half-sister. Fear told her to be wily in this circumstance, to rely on their cleverness. But she also nursed a greater fear: What would the Egyptians do to her? How would they treat her? Could God be strong enough to rescue her from such a behemoth of a nation?


Under the canopy of palms flanking the mighty Nile River, Pharoah greeted them with pomp. The palatial gardens evoked a feeling of wealth and commerce, and the date trees provided refreshing shade. “You, Sarai, are a princess of great beauty. And a princess like you deserves to live in luxury among us.”


Sarai swallowed, shooting a look Abram’s way. Surely, he would end this ruse and protect her. She tried to capture his gaze, but he looked to the earth. He gestured for her to follow the palace officials. Her heart sank. How would God protect her? And what of the promised heirs? If she were married off to an Egyptian, what would become of the promise of God? Heart racing, she followed the officials to the Pharoah’s harem quarters and prayed. She heard of Pharoah’s gifts sent Abram’s way—livestock, servants, even camels. And then she waited.


And waited.


Wailing erupted around her as rumors and evidence of plagues broke out among the Egyptians. Pharoah consulted his magicians, who conjured up the reasons for the invasive outbreaks—it was her! Pharoah took her to a wide-open courtyard flanking the royal palace, then summoned Abram.


When Sarai saw Abram, she longed to be in his arms. But she stood, waiting, holding back.


Pharoah raised his arms to the skies, then gestured. “What have you done to me?” he shot Abram’s way. “Why didn’t you tell me she was your wife? Why did you say, ‘She is my sister,’ and allow me to take her as my wife? Now then, here is your wife.” With that, he gently pushed her toward Abram. “Take her and get out of here!” He instructed his men to take them out of Egypt.


And so they sojourned again, the wafting scents of Egypt following them. And Sarai thanked God for protection. She told herself to remember God’s faithfulness, promised herself she would believe next time her faith was tested.
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They returned to where Abram had erected another altar, near Bethel and Ai, but all was not harmonious as they did so. Lot’s shepherds disputed with Abram’s, so much so that the situation intensified. It was then that Abram displayed his humility before his nephew, offering him the pick of the land. Sarai asked herself if she would’ve been so kind. If Lot chose the fertile plains, Abram would take Canaan. Lot selected the beautiful Jordan Valley (Who wouldn’t? she thought) and settled his family in Sodom, while Abram camped in Hebron near an oak grove in Mamre. As was his custom, Abram built another altar in response to God’s clarification of his covenant, a promise from God for offspring and land.


Sarai fretted about Lot’s fateful decision as he was carried off from Sodom, then rescued by Abram. God continued to confirm his covenant, asking Abram to drink in the sky, take in the stars, then count them if he could. Those would be the number of their offspring, Abram told her. And, besides her own misgivings and aging body, Abram believed God would keep his promise. They cemented that promise with a late-night ceremony during which God’s smoking firepot and flaming torch passed between the carcasses of slain-in-two animals.
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But as time is wont to do, it passed slowly, and Sarai’s belly never swelled, confirming to her that God would not come through with his promise—at least not in a conventional way. Surely Abram misheard? Or perhaps God needed her help? He could not create a child in her aged womb, this she knew. Ten years in Canaan blossomed her new plan to help God fulfill his promise. She called Abram to her and held his ancient hand. “The Lord has prevented me from having children,” she told him.


“But—”


“You know it is the truth. I am far too old. But Hagar—”


Abram shook his head no, but Sarai would not allow a verbal response.


She filled the air between them with instructions. “Go and sleep with my servant. Perhaps I can have children through her.” She caught his gaze, while tears streamed down her face. This could be her chance to fulfill God’s promise in her own way.


She expected reluctance, which she had discerned in Abram’s face before, but he stood, wiped his hands on his tunic, then agreed to her proposal. Initially elated, it didn’t take long for her to wonder why he agreed. Did he still want her as his wife? Did he still value her?


Sarai watched as Abram stepped inside Hagar’s tent. Her stomach flipped, and she simultaneously prayed for success for her plan and that God would foil it, as well.
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But when Hagar’s belly swelled with Abram’s seed, Hagar, who had been meek and quiet, suddenly found her Egyptian voice, moving from slave girl to a woman of contempt. At every turn, Hagar ridiculed and mocked Sarai, as if boasting her womb were superior to Sarai’s. Sarai kept these interactions quiet until everything boiled over like an overfull pot. She called for Abram.


“This is all your fault!” she told Abram.


He shook his head as if to say, Why?


“I put my servant into your arms, but now that she’s pregnant she treats me with contempt. The Lord will show who’s wrong—you or me!”


Abram took her in his arms, then said into her ear, “Look, she is your servant, so deal with her as you see fit.” Which then gave her the permission needed to ostracize and condemn the pregnant woman, so much so that the girl ran away.


Despite Sarai’s satisfaction that she had run off the slave girl, Hagar, head down, returned to camp and gave birth to Abram’s firstborn son, a boy whose name meant “God hears”—a gift for Abram’s eighty-sixth birthday.
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It was after this that God clearly spelled out the conditions of his covenant—once again. He changed Sarai’s husband’s name from Abram to Abraham, which meant “the father of many nations.” And he changed hers from “my princess” to Sarah, which simply meant “princess.” She would be the mother of a nation, or so God said. Abraham told her Canaan would eventually be theirs as a possession, though they were foreigners there now. They were to practice a new rite—cutting away the foreskin of all the males in their household, an everlasting sign of the promise of God.


But it was the last detail of Abraham’s conversation with the Almighty that perplexed her the most.


Abraham smiled. “God has promised me that you will have a son. You will be the mother of many nations. Even kings will descend from you.”


But she would not believe him. How could this possibly happen? Impossible!
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The arrival of three unusual men began the day she would never forget. The sun beat down on the visitors that day, and Abraham rushed to her, asking her to bake bread while he prepared a tender calf. Under the shade of the oaks of Mamre, the men talked. One asked, “Where is Sarah, your wife?” She heard this from inside the tent as she leaned toward the voices.


One man said, “I will return to you about this time next year, and your wife, Sarah, will have a son!”


A quiet burst of laughter flew from her before she could rein it in. More like a guffaw than a peal. How could a worn-out woman like me enjoy such pleasure, especially when my master—my husband—is also so old?


She heard a reverberating voice, deep as the seas. “Why did Sarah laugh? Why did she say, ‘Can an old woman like me have a baby?’ Is anything too hard for the Lord? I will return about this time next year, and Sarah will have a son.”


She stepped out of the tent, flour meal still upon her hands. “I didn’t laugh,” she said, hoping she wasn’t in trouble.


The response? “No, but you did laugh.”


When Sarah returned to the tent, she noticed the men speaking animatedly with words like destruction and Sodom and Gomorrah punctuating their words. All of that was overshadowed by the words of a son. Could it be? Would it be? Was anything too hard for the Lord God Almighty? She knew the correct answer was no—that nothing could stop the way of the Lord. But her heart and emotions, deadened by the years of barrenness, struggled to grasp the possibility. Could she believe such a wonderment?
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After the terrifying destruction of Sodom and Gomorrah under the flames of God, they moved again, this time southward toward the Negev to Gerar, where King Abimelech reigned. Though Sarah acquiesced when she played along with Abraham’s “she’s my sister” ploy, she worried. If this king took her to himself, what would happen to the promise of a son? Thankfully, the Lord yet again rescued her from such a peril, and they continued their wandering. She told herself to remember God’s faithfulness and hoped she would not forget his provision.


But one day, the moving, decamping, and reestablishing roiled her stomach. She flushed more beneath the desert heat, and when she had a circle of bread, it erupted through her, and she vomited it upon the earth. This continued to happen. Her monthly flow had long since ceased, so she had very little way of knowing whether this crazy promise of God was coming true—until her belly distended and she began to feel the quickening of feet against her belly. The first time it happened, she laughed, then burst into the tent where Abraham conducted his business.


“What is it, Princess?” he said.


“It happened!”


“What happened?”


“You’re going to be a father, Abraham.” She pointed to her expanding stomach. “I felt him kick today.” Tears flooded her eyes. Decades of unanswered prayers and longings culminated in this moment of impossibility. Unbelievable!


“A child of promise,” Abraham finally said. He took Sarah in his arms, his chin resting on the top of her ancient head. “We are indeed blessed. The princess will now have a prince.”
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Joyful bantering echoed through their home at Kiriath-arba, as Isaac, the embodiment of laughter, was dedicated, grew, and matured beneath the watchful eye of the All Seeing One. Sarah, from my princess to princess, had the unique and beautiful privilege of raising a son from infancy to manhood. Though God had tested Abraham at Moriah, Isaac remained blessedly alive in the aftermath, a ram providing a substitutionary sacrifice. Though her waiting had cost her years of worry and disbelief, God’s promise came to pass in so many ways.


When she was 127 years old, as Isaac celebrated his 37th year of life, Sarah knew her time on the earth drew nigh. Her eyesight dimmed, her breathing grew shallow, and her heart alarmed in her chest, but she thanked God for the surprising privilege of motherhood, something she could never take for granted. She praised him for sustaining her in her geriatric years and giving her supernatural strength to parent such a beautiful child. Though Isaac remained unmarried, she clung to God’s promises for his offspring, that from those children the entire world would be blessed.


“Abraham,” she called. She lay upon a sleeping mat, the ground biting into her hip bones. She had already said her goodbye to Isaac, though the boy continued to say she would live forever for his sake. She had watched him walk away, lanky and muscular, while weeping followed him out of the tent.


“Princess,” Abraham said to her now, tears in his ancient eyes. “I am sorry.”


“For what?” She wheezed. “We have had a blessed life, a life of promise fulfilled.”


“Yes, but there were two times I endangered you,” he said.


She reached toward his face and held his silvered beard in her left hand. “It is forgotten. Please think no more of it.”


“I don’t want to let you go,” Abraham said to the stale air.


Sarah pulled in a ratcheted breath, telling herself not to panic. To need air is to suffocate, she knew. She prayed silently for strength for this unfamiliar journey. God had carried her in his arms thus far; he would not forsake her today on her last moments on earth. “You . . . must . . . let . . . me . . . go.”


“No,” she heard him say as she let out her final breath, praise on her lips.


The Biblical Narrative


We see the story of Sarah throughout the book of Genesis, specifically in chapters 12–18 and 20–23. So much of what she walks through prior to the birth of Isaac is spent in want. To be barren without heirs was considered a curse in ancient days for women, as if God had forsaken them. However, it’s important to remember just how many times the Lord reiterated his promise to Sarah’s husband, Abraham. Depending on how you categorize each interaction, there are basically nine times God confers with Abraham. But what of Sarah? The only time we see her as a part of that conversation is during the visit of the three mysterious visitors in Genesis 18, and Sarah laughs at the thought of her old, post-menopausal body bearing a son. Many scholars believe that the interaction in that chapter is a theophany, where two angels and God himself visited Abraham’s encampment, appearing to mortals in human form. Prior to this, the Lord appeared to Abram in Genesis 12:7–9 to deliver his promise. It’s also interesting to note that the three mysterious visitors knew Sarah by name, and Abraham doesn’t ask them the question, “How do you know her name?” He must realize that he is talking to One Who Knows.


Considering Abraham’s direct interaction with God, Sarah’s anguish and waiting takes on more significance. Sarah often had to experience those promises secondhand. Consider waiting decades upon decades for a child in a culture whose only way to create legacy is through childbearing. Imagine the overwhelmed feelings of sadness and despair every single time a period interrupted hope. And then to have her body reverse itself, now unable to carry a child. The overwhelm of such a longing is hard to overstate. And the length of the agony only added to her understandable disbelief.


But Sarah experienced two very frightening situations prior to the promise coming to its miraculous conclusion. First Abram, then Abraham, foisted her onto both Pharoah and King Abimelech where she was supposed to tell both that she was her husband’s sister (a quasi-true statement, but it was meant to protect him, not her). In the second occurrence, she must have been in the harem quite some time, because the nation knew that their women were barren because of her presence. You can’t instantly perceive the women in your kingdom are barren; it takes many cycles to figure that out. So for two periods of time, Sarai/Sarah was trafficked to keep Abram/Abraham safe. Imagine being sent from the safety of your marriage to live in the home of a powerful leader, where you are meant to be his conquest/wife. Through all of this, we don’t hear Sarah’s voice. She cannot speak up; she can only trust God to rescue her, which he does. Later, we see her son Isaac do the exact same practice; the apple doesn’t fall far from the family tree.


Desperation from the overwhelm of her situation must have also propelled Sarah to make a logical decision that had difficult consequences. Instead of trusting God to do the impossible (and to be fair, there had been little precedent of God ever opening the womb of someone so old), she took the situation into her own hands and gave her servant girl—a slave named Hagar from Egypt—to her husband, a clear violation of the command of God that a man marries only one woman. It’s not surprising that once Hagar conceived, Sarah’s jealousy, anger, and hatred would arise, along with Hagar’s new position as the woman carrying Abram’s heir. Conflict inevitably comes after we try to help God make things work out correctly, and we suffer the consequences of our own finagling.


Through Sarah’s banishment, Hagar leaves once, returns, then leaves finally a second time after Isaac is born. Sarah lives out the rest of her days with Isaac, her promised son, but before he even has offspring. Part of God’s covenant with Abraham involved not merely offspring, but land as well. At the closing of Sarah’s life, they were still living like sojourners, as foreigners on another nation’s soil. No further heirs. No promised acreage.


We see Sarah’s faith mentioned in the in the Hall of Faith in Hebrews 11:11–12: “It was by faith that even Sarah was able to have a child, though she was barren and was too old. She believed that God would keep his promise. And so a whole nation came from this one man who was as good as dead—a nation with so many people that, like the stars in the sky and the sand on the seashore, there is no way to count them.” Here the author of Hebrews amplifies Sarah’s seemingly meager faith amid an impossible situation.


The lesson of Hebrews further emphasizes Sarah’s faith by her ability to endure even when not everything God had promised had come to fruition. “All these people died still believing what God had promised them. They did not receive what was promised, but they saw it all from a distance and welcomed it. They agreed that they were foreigners and nomads here on earth” (Hebrews 11:13). We tend to focus only on Sarah’s need for a child but forget that the other promise was for a permanent place to call home. She lived the life of a nomad, untethered and wandering. The author of Hebrews praises people like Sarah who “are looking forward to a country they can call their own. If they had longed for the country they came from, they could have gone back. But they were looking for a better place, a heavenly homeland. That is why God is not ashamed to be called their God, for he has prepared a city for them” (Hebrews 11:14–16).


Sarah’s life of overwhelm began by leaving everything familiar to her—her home, her family, her life. It continued through the pain of not being able to conceive. She lived through two potentially threatening trafficking situations, then watched as her servant produced an heir without her. All this happened while she moved from place to place, Sodom and Gomorrah were destroyed by fire, and the promises of God seemed more fantasy than any sort of reality.


What Does This Mean for Overwhelmed You?


Transitional Stress


Sarah constantly moved. She did not have the luxury of planning a move; instead, she simply responded to the next sojourn to which God beckoned Abraham. She lived in tents, never permanent homes. She had to be flexible, willing, and resilient.


You may be overwhelmed by transition—by moving from place to place without a solid, permanent home. All of us long for stability. We want to know who our neighbors are. We enjoy the peace that comes from knowing where our favorite grocery store is and how to navigate the streets of our town. When my husband and I and our three kids moved from the suburbs of Dallas to a village above Nice, France, we experienced this kind of displacement. In many ways, we walked Sarah’s path—of not knowing the customs or language of the new home we had, of being quite aware of our foreign status, of never getting an inside joke, and constantly making cultural faux pas. Military families experience this often. And our increasingly mobile world means many of us will move from place to place, uprooting and re-rooting.
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