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Genesis 20:1-18 
Genesis 20:1 – From there Abraham journeyed toward the territory of the Negeb and lived 

between Kadesh and Shur; and he sojourned in Gerar.  

 
1. Genesis 20 occurs within three months 

of Genesis 18-19 where:  

a. the Lord appears to Abraham at 

Mamre,  

b. promises Sarah will have a child 

this time next year,  

c. Sodom is destroyed 

d. Lot and daughters go to cave 

2. Sarah is 89-90 years old;  

Abraham is 99-100 years old. 

3. Sarah will have a child nine months 

after these events (Genesis 21) 

4. Abimelech, King of Gerar, appears 

again in the next chapter to make a 

covenant with Abraham concerning a 

well. 

5. “and stayed” or “and he stayed” means 

in the Hebrew “and he LIVED AS A 

FOREIGNER” or “and he SOJOURNED” 

6. It is possible that Abraham had settled in Gerar as a family/people while his flocks and staff 

worked in the Negev. 

 

 

 

20:2 – And Abraham said of Sarah his wife, “She is my sister.” And Abimelech king of Gerar 

sent and took Sarah.  
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1. Abimelech means “my father is king”. This may be the throne name (like “Pharoah”) and not 

the personal name of the king since the same name meets with Isaac in Chapter 26 

2. Both Lot and Abimelech are unaware of their crimes when they are deceived by women. 

3. A similar event happened with Pharaoh when Abram first entered Canaan in Genesis 12 

4. One of the themes seems to be to address people or nations that are in the land of Canaan or 

who could at some point claim the land of Canaan: 

a. Pharaoh 

b. Abimelech 

c. Lot 

d. Ishmael 

e. Philistines 

f. Moab 

g. Ammon 

5. No reason is given for Abimelech taking Sarah. 

a. Pharaoh took Sarah for her beauty when she was 65 (or, twenty-five years before) 

b. Abimelech may have wanted an economic covenant with Abraham, and Sarah may 

have been part of that hoped for partnership  

 

20:3 – But God came to Abimelech in a dream by night and said to him, “Behold, you are a 

dead man because of the woman whom you have taken, for she is a man’s wife.”  

 
1. God gives nations chances to repent (Jonah 3:10) 

2. God appears directly to Gentile people here and in: 

a. Genesis 31:24 – Laban 

b. Numbers 22:9 – Balaam 
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3. “has taken” laqach – is an idiom meaning “to marry”, but also means “to take”, “to seize”, “to 

accept”. It can refer to taking something by force, or kidnap if it is a person who is taken 

20:4 – Now Abimelech had not approached her. So he said, “Lord, will you kill an innocent 

people?  

 
1. Abimelech is aware of marriage morality and considers himself innocent  

2. The threat of death could apply to: 

a. Abimelech himself 

b. Abimelech’s royal family (consider the barrenness) 

c. Abimelech’s “goy” or nation. The people Abimelech ruled 

20:5 – Did he not himself say to me, ‘She is my sister’? And she herself said, ‘He is my 

brother.’ In the integrity of my heart and the innocence of my hands I have done this.”  

 
1. Abimelech claims: 

a. Innocence in the integrity of his heart…Intentions 

b. Innocence in what he has done with his hands…Actions 

2. Abimelech claims to have trusted Abraham’s claim. 

 

20:6 – Then God said to him in the dream, “Yes, I know that you have done this in the integrity 

of your heart, and it was I who kept you from sinning against me. Therefore I did not let you 

touch her.  
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1. “keep in check” is hasak – The Lord has kept Abimelech from sinning 

2. The Philistine king knew taking another man’s wife was wrong 

3. The sin would have been against God 

20:7 – Now then, return the man’s wife, for he is a prophet, so that he will pray for you, and 

you shall live. But if you do not return her, know that you shall surely die, you and all who are 

yours.” 

 
1. Restitution and intercession 

2. First mention of a prophet in Scripture. 

3. Here the role of the prophet is to make intercession for a foreign nation 

4. Again, the threat of death if Sarah is not returned refers to Abimelech and all who are his (royal 

family?, nation?) 

 

20:8 – So Abimelech rose early in the morning and called all his servants and told them all 

these things. And the men were very much afraid.  
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1. These next events happen the very next day and begin very early in the morning 

2. Abimelech calls a staff meeting first thing in the morning and revealed the dream and the 

situation with Abraham and Sarah 

3. Abimelech’s staff was very afraid of this sin and God’s judgment 

4. The fear expressed by Abimelech and his Philistine staff could have been intensified due to 

recent events that had happened on the Kirkir, or the cities of the plain including Sodom. 

a. These events could have happened as recently as 2-3 weeks before 

b. These events could not have happened more than three months before 

 

20:9 – Then Abimelech called Abraham and said to him, “What have you done to us? And how 

have I sinned against you, that you have brought on me and my kingdom a great sin? You 

have done to me things that ought not to be done.”  

 
1. Abimelech calls Abraham immediately and makes two speeches: 

a. Rebukes Abraham 

b. Seeks reconciliation with Abraham 

i. God had said this was necessary 

ii. Abimelech needs Abraham to pray for him so he doesn’t die 

2. Abraham was the source of both a CURSE and BLESSING on Abimelech and his nation. 

a. Abraham’s deceit brought the Philistines to a point of great sin 
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20:10 – And Abimelech said to Abraham, “What did you see, that you did this thing?”  

 
 

20:11 – Abraham said, “I did it because I thought, ‘There is no fear of God at all in this place, 

and they will kill me because of my wife.’  

 
1. Abraham has a series of impotent excuses, lies and manipulation to justify himself.  

Abraham does not look or act like a great man in these verses. 

2. Abraham’s five carnal defenses: 

a. No fear of God in Gerar 

i. Fear of God = Conformity to a moral code 

ii. It appears Abimelech and his staff have a great moral code and a fear of God 

iii. Abraham was wrong. Misjudged them or is lying to them now. 

b. Moral loophole concerning “sister/wife” 

i. This may be a continuation of a lie 

ii. But, the wording sounds like Abraham is telling the truth, although it is a half-truth 

that does not change the fact that his sister Sarah is still Sarah is wife.  

iii. This was the practice, though eventually forbidden in the Law of Moses: 

1. Nahor married his niece Milcah 

2. Isaac married Rebekah his second cousin 

3. Jacob married two sisters, Leah and Rachel who were also his cousins. 

c. Since Abraham was a sojourner living as a foreigner in another land, he had used this 

as a form of self-preservation since entering Egypt in Genesis 12. This had been his 

modus operandi for the last 25 years. 

d. This fear is expressed in 20:13 where Abraham BLAMES GOD for: 

i. Making him leave “his father’s homeland” where Abraham would not have had to 

be afraid 

ii. In 20:13 “wander” is taah meaning “to err”, “to go astray” and is used of Hagar 

being lost as she wandered when the Lord found her and Joseph who was lost 

looking for his brothers and of lost sheep in Psalm 
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e. In 20:13 Abraham uses the plural Elohim (which is not unusual), but the verb “wander” 

is also plural. If Abraham is talking about God, Elohim, YHWH the plural Elohim should 

have a singular verb. If Abraham is talking about the pantheon or elohim (”gods”) the 

verb should match and be plural 

f. Sarah was forced to show here “love” (hesed = covenant commitment) to Abraham by 

going in to other men such as pharaoh and Abimelech. 

20:12 – Besides, she is indeed my sister, the daughter of my father though not the daughter of 

my mother, and she became my wife.  

 
20:13 – And when God caused me to wander from my father's house, I said to her, ‘This is the 

kindness you must do me: at every place to which we come, say of me, “He is my brother.”’” 

 
20:14 – Then Abimelech took sheep and oxen, and male servants and female servants, and 

gave them to Abraham, and returned Sarah his wife to him.  
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1. Abimelech makes three forms of restitution: 

a. To Abraham he gave livestock and servants and returns Sarah 

b. To Abrahm he offers land where Abram ends up in Beersheba with a well 

c. To Sarah he gives “her brother” 1000 shekels, which is a lot 

i. 400 buys a field with a cave; 100 buys land in Shechem; 20 buys a slave 

ii. “Cover the eyes” of the people Sarah is returned to 

20:15 – And Abimelech said, “Behold, my land is before you; dwell where it pleases you.”  

 
 

20:16 – To Sarah he said, “Behold, I have given your brother a thousand pieces of silver. It is a 

sign of your innocence in the eyes of all who are with you, and before everyone you are 

vindicated.”  

 
20:17 – Then Abraham prayed to God, and God healed Abimelech, and also healed his wife 

and female slaves so that they bore children.  
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20:18 – For the Lord had closed all the wombs of the house of Abimelech because of Sarah, 

Abraham's wife. 

 
 


