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Genesis 20 
 
THE CARNALITY OF ABRAHAM (SECOND OCCASION) (20:1–18) 
 
(my thanks to The Outline Bible for the outline, see the footnote) 
 
I. Abraham and Abimelech: round one—deceiving (20:1–8) 

a. The deception (20:1–2): Again, fearing for his life, Abraham introduces Sarah as his 
sister. 

b. The dream (20:3–8) 
c. God informs Abimelech (20:3–6): In a dream God warns Abimelech that Sarah is 

married. 
d. God instructs Abimelech (20:7–8): God tells Abimelech to return Sarah to Abraham 

and promises that the patriarch will then pray for him. 
II. Abraham and Abimelech: round two—defending (20:9–13) 

a. The painful question (asked of Abraham) (20:9–10): “Why have you done this to us?” 
b. The pitiful answer (given by Abraham) (20:11–13): Abraham says he feared that 

Abimelech would have killed him to marry Sarah. 
c. Abraham and Abimelech: round three—delivering (20:14–18): Abimelech returns 

Sarah and compensates Abraham for his trouble. Abraham prays for Abimelech, and 
God lifts the curse he has placed upon Abimelech’s household.1 

 
Detail:  
 
I. Abraham and Abimelech: round one—deceiving (20:1–8) 

a. The deception (20:1–2): Again, fearing for his life, Abraham introduces Sarah as his 
sister. 

b. Let’s read verses 1-2:  
Genesis 20:1–2 (NASB95) 

Abraham’s Treachery 

 1 Now Abraham journeyed from there toward the land of the Negev, and settled between 
Kadesh and Shur; then he sojourned in Gerar. 

 2 Abraham said of Sarah his wife, “She is my sister.” So Abimelech king of Gerar sent and 
took Sarah. 
c. Abraham journeyed from where he was to the Negev.  
d. NET: Negev is the name for the southern desert region in the land of Canaan.2 

 
1 H. L. Willmington, The Outline Bible (Wheaton, IL: Tyndale House Publishers, 1999), Ge 20:1–
18. 
2 Biblical Studies Press, The NET Bible First Edition Notes (Biblical Studies Press, 2006), Ge 20:1. 
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e. ESV Study Bible: No specific reason is given for Abraham’s relocation to Gerar, in the 
northern Negeb. Abraham and Sarah are unknown to the inhabitants of the region.3 

f. Genesis 18:1 shares where Abraham was at. He was at the Oaks of Mamre.  
g. The Negev is the southern country.  
h. Gerar will come up again in Genesis 26:1, 6.  
i. The CSB: Abraham traveled from Mamre to Gerar, a Philistine settlement west of 

the Dead Sea between Kadesh and Shur, perhaps to get farther away from the 
devastated area where Sodom had been. Then, less than three months after God had 
promised that Sarah would bear Abraham a son (18:10), the patriarch gave his wife 
to Abimelech! Abraham had previously told pharaoh that his wife was his sister 
(12:12–15); later his son would try the same trick (26:7).4 

j. Dr. Constable: Chapters 20 and 21 place Abraham in Philistine territory. Abraham 
had not yet obtained the Promised Land but had to live as a sojourner in a land not 
his own. In between the incidents involving Abimelech in these chapters, the writer 
has inserted the record of Isaac’s birth, giving hope that the promises of God will yet 
be fulfilled. 

k. Righteous Abimelech in this chapter, who was not a part of Abraham’s family, 
contrasts with Lot who, in the previous chapter, behaved like a pagan, even though 
he was a part of Abraham’s family. 
“The stories about the jeopardy of the ancestress in pagan kings’ harems 
form an inner frame around the Abraham cycle before the transition to the 
next cycle in 22:20–25:11. After Abraham’s initial call to the Promised Land to 
become a great nation, he immediately jeopardizes Sarah in Pharaoh’s 
harem. Now, immediately before the birth of the promised seed, he 
jeopardizes the matriarch in Abimelech’s harem.”5 

l. So, then verse 2:  
m. Abraham says of Sarah that she is his sister. We have seen this before. We have seen 

this in Gen 12:11–13 and we will see it again with Isaac in: Genesis 26:7. 
n. Abimelech takes Sarah.  
o. About verse 2, Chuck Swindoll shares: 

THE BIRTH of a newborn is a momentary event, taking place in a matter of hours, but at that 
moment, life has only just begun. Growth and maturity occur steadily and gradually as a child 
develops from infancy to young adulthood. After we have trusted in Jesus Christ and we begin 
growing after our new birth, we still never reach a state of complete perfection. Not in this life. 
Sin continues to stalk us. We struggle with old temptations. And therein lies one of the most 

 
3 Crossway Bibles, The ESV Study Bible (Wheaton, IL: Crossway Bibles, 2008), 84. 
4 Robert D. Bergen, “Genesis,” in CSB Study Bible: Notes, ed. Edwin A. Blum and Trevin Wax 
(Nashville, TN: Holman Bible Publishers, 2017), 39. 
5 Tom Constable, Tom Constable’s Expository Notes on the Bible (Galaxie Software, 2003), Ge 
20:1. 
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regrettable truths about the life of faith: faithful people sometimes abandon their faith only to 
become temporarily faithless. 

Abraham is a forerunner of faith for the rest of us. Just as we do, Abraham continually struggled 
to rise above old temptations and conquer repeat sins. For Abraham, one of these old habits 
was the compulsion to lie when the truth might jeopardize his life. 

After watching the destruction of Sodom and Gomorrah, Abraham pulled up stakes and 
eventually moved near the city of Gerar. Finding himself surrounded by people who might kill 
him for an opportunity to take his wife into their harems, Abraham once again introduced his 
wife, Sarah, to the king by saying, “She is my sister.” And, just like before, Abraham’s ploy 
backfired. The king discovered Abraham’s lie and was understandably upset about it. But God 
still used Abraham to reveal His true nature to a pagan king (see Genesis 20:6–7). 

We Christians sometimes fail to rely on our new nature. Instead, we fall back on our old nature, 
and that’s exactly what Abraham did. Yet his failure didn’t make him any less God’s man. When 
we fall, we can go to Him in repentance, trusting that He will continue to love us and use us for 
His purposes. 

REFLECT 

Are there certain patterns or habits you tend to fall back on when you’re facing a difficult situation? 
What could help you remember your new God-given nature?6 

p. The dream (20:3–8) 
q. Let’s read verses 3-8:  

Genesis 20:3–8 (NASB95) 
 3 But God came to Abimelech in a dream of the night, and said to him, “Behold, you are a 

dead man because of the woman whom you have taken, for she is married.” 
 4 Now Abimelech had not come near her; and he said, “Lord, will You slay a nation, even 

though blameless? 
 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.” 
 6 Then God said to him in the dream, “Yes, I know that in the integrity of your heart you 

have done this, and I also kept you from sinning against Me; therefore I did not let you 
touch her. 

 7 “Now therefore, restore the man’s wife, for he is a prophet, and he will pray for you and 
you will live. But if you do not restore her, know that you shall surely die, you and all who 
are yours.” 

 8 So Abimelech arose early in the morning and called all his servants and told all these 
things in their hearing; and the men were greatly frightened. 

 
6 Content taken from FAITH FOR THE JOURNEY , by Charles R. Swindoll. Copyright © 2014. Used by permission of 
Tyndale House Publishers. All rights reserved. 
https://www.insight.org/resources/daily-devotional/individual/a-cycle-of-sin 



 4 

r. God informs Abimelech (20:3–6): In a dream God warns Abimelech that Sarah is 
married. 

s. Verse 3: we see God come to him in a dream.  
t. God speaks to him.  
u. We will see communication in dreams later on. 
v. Verse 3: I like how direct God is to Abimelech: “Behold you are a dead man…” 
w. The NET Bible: 4 tn Heb “Look, you [are] dead.” The Hebrew construction uses the 

particle הֵּנִה  (hinneh) with a second person pronominal particle הֵּנִה  (hinneh) with by 
the participle. It is a highly rhetorical expression.7 

x. Why is he a dead man? The woman he has taken.  
y. She is married.  
z. There are some indirect applications here. They are indirect. The point of the text is 

about Abraham and the promises of God. The point of the text is that God is 
watching over the line of Abraham for God’s chosen people and the Messiah, but 
there is an indirect application which is that they respected marriage.  

aa. They respected marriage.  
bb. Dr. Constbale: Adultery commonly drew the death penalty in the ancient Near East, 

which the Mosaic Code later specified (Lev. 20:10; Deut. 22:22). Other ancient Near 
Eastern texts refer to adultery as a “great sin” and a “great crime,” reflecting the 
seriousness of this offense in the eyes of society.9448 

cc. Verse 4:  
dd. Abimelech had not come near her.  
ee. This means he had not taken her sexually.  
ff. I find it interesting that Abraham was willing to maybe prostitute his wife for their 

protection. He was already very wealthy. It seems like he should have known this 
would happen.  

gg. Abimelech seems to say that he is blameless in this matter. “blameless” means 
“righteous.” 

hh. Abimelech also thinks that God will not only hurt him, but the nation.  
ii. It seems that Abimelech is terrified.  
jj. NET: Apparently Abimelech assumes that God’s judgment will fall on his entire 

nation. Some, finding the reference to a nation problematic, prefer to emend the text 
and read, “Would you really kill someone who is innocent?” See E. A. Speiser, Genesis 
(AB), 149.9 

kk. Verse 5:  

 
7 Biblical Studies Press, The NET Bible First Edition Notes (Biblical Studies Press, 2006), Ge 20:2–
3. 
944 See The Anchor Bible Dictionary, s.v. “Adultery,” by E. A. Goodfriend, 1:82-86. 
8 Tom Constable, Tom Constable’s Expository Notes on the Bible (Galaxie Software, 2003), Ge 
20:1. 
AB Anchor Bible (a commentary series) 
9 Biblical Studies Press, The NET Bible First Edition Notes (Biblical Studies Press, 2006), Ge 20:4. 
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ll. Abimelech defends himself: “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.” 

mm. He is recounting what happened. Abraham said that she was his sister, Sarah 
said that she was his brother.  

nn. Now, we will see later that this is not a complete lie, but it was still deceitful.  
oo. Remember these are fallen, sinful human beings who make mistakes. Sometimes 

things in the Bible are descriptive and not prescriptive. This behavior is not 
endorsed. Yet, it still shows God’s protection.  

pp. Abimelech says that he did this in integrity and innocence.  
qq. There is something not mentioned here. Though he did not know that Sarah was 

Abraham’s wife he is still taking a woman, or allowing a woman to be gifted to him. 
That is still wrong. Also, most likely this is not his only woman. He is a local king and 
he has concubines.  

rr. Further, Sarah is quite old, close to 90 years old.  
ss. Dr. Constable: Although some women are still attractive at 90 years old, Abimelech’s 

motivation may have involved the desire to make a treaty with Abraham through 
marriage.93910 

tt. Now, verse 6: Then God said to him in the dream, “Yes, I know that in the integrity of 
your heart you have done this, and I also kept you from sinning against Me; 
therefore I did not let you touch her. 

uu. God affirms him. He did this in the integrity of his heart.  
vv. God does not rebuke his other behavior. Maybe God did rebuke him, but it is not 

recorded. God knew his heart, maybe God knew that there is no point in rebuking 
him as he will not respond.  

ww. God kept him from sinning.  
xx. Think about that, we must pray that the Lord, in His grace, keeps us from sinning.  
yy. God can keep us from sinning.  
zz. God, did not let him touch her.  
aaa. If Sarah became pregnant by another man, it would have changed the promises 

of Abraham bring the father of many nations... 
bbb. God instructs Abimelech (20:7–8): God tells Abimelech to return Sarah to 

Abraham and promises that the patriarch will then pray for him. 
ccc. Verse 7: “Now therefore, restore the man’s wife, for he is a prophet, and he will 

pray for you and you will live. But if you do not restore her, know that you shall surely 
die, you and all who are yours.” 

ddd. God endorses Abraham as a prophet. God is saying that through Abraham’s 
intercession Abimelech will live.  

eee. If he does not restore Sarah, he and his family will die! Wow! 

 
939 Leupold, 2:583. 
10 Tom Constable, Tom Constable’s Expository Notes on the Bible (Galaxie Software, 2003), Ge 
20:1. 
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fff. ESB SB: Abraham is the first person in the Bible to be designated a prophet. In this 
context, attention is drawn to his ability to intercede on behalf of others, one of the 
characteristics of a great prophet (Jer. 15:1); cf. his actions in Gen. 18:22–33.11 

ggg. CSB: Abraham is the first person to be called a prophet in the OT, though Enoch, 
who lived before him, is called a prophet in the NT (Jd 14). As Abraham’s 
intercession with God had saved Lot’s life (Gn 18:23–32; 19:29), so now his prayer 
for Abimelech would save his life.12 

hhh. CSB: God in his mercy intervened to keep his promise regarding Sarah (18:10) 
from being destroyed by Abraham’s foolish act. In addition to warning Abimelech 
that Sarah was married, the Lord had also created a health crisis in his household, 
causing all the other women to become temporarily sterile (v. 18). Because 
Abimelech had acted with a clear conscience and clean hands—despite accepting 
Sarah into his harem—God would not destroy Gerar’s governmental leadership and 
thus undermine the nation.13 

iii. Verse 8: So Abimelech arose early in the morning and called all his servants and told 
all these things in their hearing; and the men were greatly frightened. 

jjj. Abimelech tells his servants about this. They are frightened!  
kkk. Wiersbe: “Abraham stopped asking ‘What is right?’ and began asking ‘What is 

safe?’ and this led to his downfall.”93714 
lll. Swindoll: “Abraham isn’t the only one returning to the same sin again and again. 

Look back in your own life at the past few days or weeks. You and I return to the 
same patterns of sin. We bring the same things before the Lord again and again, 
don’t we? It is easy to say, ‘Abraham, you should have known better!’ It is more 
difficult, however, to learn these basic lessons ourselves.”93815 

mmm. Constable, quoting Kidner: “… the episode is chiefly one of suspense: on the brink 
of Isaac’s birth-story here is the very Promise put in jeopardy, traded away for 

 
11 Crossway Bibles, The ESV Study Bible (Wheaton, IL: Crossway Bibles, 2008), 85. 
OT Old Testament 
NT New Testament 
12 Robert D. Bergen, “Genesis,” in CSB Study Bible: Notes, ed. Edwin A. Blum and Trevin Wax 
(Nashville, TN: Holman Bible Publishers, 2017), 40. 
v. verse 
13 Robert D. Bergen, “Genesis,” in CSB Study Bible: Notes, ed. Edwin A. Blum and Trevin Wax 
(Nashville, TN: Holman Bible Publishers, 2017), 39–40. 
937 Wiersbe, p. 97. 
14 Tom Constable, Tom Constable’s Expository Notes on the Bible (Galaxie Software, 2003), Ge 
20:1. 
938 Swindoll, p. 37. 
15 Tom Constable, Tom Constable’s Expository Notes on the Bible (Galaxie Software, 2003), Ge 
20:1. 
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personal safety. If it is ever to be fulfilled, it will owe very little to man. Morally as 
well as physically, it will clearly have to be achieved by the grace of God.”94116 

nnn. “Abimelech” was a title rather than a proper name (cf. 26:1; Judg. 8:31; 2 Sam. 
11:21; Ps. 34 title). It meant “royal father” or “the king [Milku, a Canaanite deity 
mentioned in the Amarna letters] is my father.”94317 

II. Abraham and Abimelech: round two—defending (20:9–13) 
a. The painful question (asked of Abraham) (20:9–10): “Why have you done this to us?” 
b. Let’s read verses 9-10:  

Genesis 20:9–10 (NASB95) 
 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 on my kingdom a great sin? 
You have done to me things that ought not to be done.” 

 10 And Abimelech said to Abraham, “What have you encountered, that you have done this 
thing?” 
c. Now, the narrative continues.  
d. Abimelech calls Abraham.  
e. Notice how he talks to Abraham about things done that should not be done.  
f. He is questioning why Abraham would do this.  
g. He sees this as wrong.  
h. Adultery was considered a great sin by the peoples of the ancient Near East. Many 

ancient law codes, including that of Hammurabi, contained provisions for dealing 
with adultery (cf. 26:10; 39:9). See note on Ex. 20:14.18 

i. ESV: Abimelech rightly challenges Abraham for deceiving him about the status of 
Sarah his wife. The term great sin sometimes denotes adultery.19 

j. MacArthur offers a good note: The confrontation between prophet and king attested 
the grievous nature of Abraham’s actions. How humiliating for the prophet of God to 
be so rebuked by a heathen king.20 

k. The pitiful answer (given by Abraham) (20:11–13): Abraham says he feared that 
Abimelech would have killed him to marry Sarah. 

l. Let’s read verses 11-13:  
 

941 Kidner, p. 137. 
16 Tom Constable, Tom Constable’s Expository Notes on the Bible (Galaxie Software, 2003), Ge 
20:1. 
943 Wenham, Genesis 16-50, p. 70. For an explanation of Abraham’s behavior here, see my 
notes on 12:10-20. D. Garrett, Rethinking Genesis, p. 30, noted several parallels between the 
three similar events in 12:10-20; 20:1-18; and 26:1, 7-17. 
17 Tom Constable, Tom Constable’s Expository Notes on the Bible (Galaxie Software, 2003), Ge 
20:1. 
18 R. C. Sproul, ed., The Reformation Study Bible: English Standard Version (2015 Edition) 
(Orlando, FL: Reformation Trust, 2015), 45. 
19 Crossway Bibles, The ESV Study Bible (Wheaton, IL: Crossway Bibles, 2008), 85. 
20 John F. MacArthur Jr., The MacArthur Study Bible: New American Standard Bible. (Nashville, 
TN: Thomas Nelson Publishers, 2006), Ge 20:9. 



 8 

Genesis 20:11–13 (NASB95) 
 11 Abraham said, “Because I thought, surely there is no fear of God in this place, and they 

will kill me because of my wife. 
 12 “Besides, she actually is my sister, the daughter of my father, but not the daughter of my 

mother, and she became my wife; 
 13 and it came about, when God caused me to wander from my father’s house, that I said 

to her, ‘This is the kindness which you will show to me: everywhere we go, say of me, “He 
is my brother.” ’ ” 
m. Isn’t this interesting? 
n. Abraham, the prophet was afraid. He is getting older… 
o. Verse 12 he justified this, but it was still wrong.  
p. Verse 13 seems to show that this was a plan that they had.  
q. ESV SB: Abraham’s response betrays both his lack of faith in God and his 

misjudgment of the people of Gerar. The whole episode reveals that the king and his 
servants were God-fearing (see vv. 5, 8, 16).21 

r. Regarding verse 11 and “fear of God” the Reformation Study Bible reads: Though 
this term often denotes the proper worship, reverence, and obedience of the true 
God (e.g., 22:12), here (and in 42:18) the expression probably means “adherence (out 
of fear of divine judgment) to moral standards known through conscience.”22 

s. MacArthur: 
t. Abraham offered 3 reasons for his lie: 1) his perception from the horrible vices in 

Sodom that all other cities had no fear of God, including Gerar; 2) his fear of death as 
a mitigating factor for what he had done; and 3) his wife actually being his half-sister 
as justification for lying and hiding their marital status. Abraham didn’t need fraud to 
protect himself. God was able to provide safety for him.23 

u. Moody: 
v. In contrast to Abimelech’s behavior Abraham refused to acknowledge his lie, seeking 

instead to excuse himself for two reasons that are (at best) only “half-truths” 
themselves, namely: (1) because he thought … there was no fear of God among the 
Philistines of Gerar (v. 11)—which Abimelech’s behavior had clearly disproven; and 
(2) because Sarah actually was Abraham’s sister (i.e., half sister) by the same father 
(v. 12) (However, this can hardly be claimed as a justifiable interpretation of a man 
introducing his wife as his “sister”!). 24 

 
21 Crossway Bibles, The ESV Study Bible (Wheaton, IL: Crossway Bibles, 2008), 85. 
22 R. C. Sproul, ed., The Reformation Study Bible: English Standard Version (2015 Edition) 
(Orlando, FL: Reformation Trust, 2015), 45. 
23 John F. MacArthur Jr., The MacArthur Study Bible: New American Standard Bible. (Nashville, 
TN: Thomas Nelson Publishers, 2006), Ge 20:11–13. 
v. verse 
i.e. that is 
v. verse 
24 Michael A. Rydelnik and Michael Vanlaningham, eds., “Genesis,” in The Moody Bible 
Commentary (Chicago, IL: Moody Publishers, 2014), 78. 
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w. Abraham and Abimelech: round three—delivering (20:14–18): Abimelech returns 
Sarah and compensates Abraham for his trouble. Abraham prays for Abimelech, and 
God lifts the curse he has placed upon Abimelech’s household. 

x. Let’s read verses 14-18: 
Genesis 20:14–18 (NASB95) 
 14 Abimelech then took sheep and oxen and male and female servants, and gave them to 

Abraham, and restored his wife Sarah to him. 
 15 Abimelech said, “Behold, my land is before you; settle wherever you please.” 
 16 To Sarah he said, “Behold, I have given your brother a thousand pieces of silver; behold, 

it is your vindication before all who are with you, and before all men you are cleared.” 
 17 Abraham prayed to God, and God healed Abimelech and his wife and his maids, so that 

they bore children. 
 18 For the LORD had closed fast all the wombs of the household of Abimelech because of 

Sarah, Abraham’s wife. 
y. This shows that this is all about God’s grace.  
z. Abraham was not in a position to ask of God. He had acted badly, but because God 

chose him God worked through him.  
aa. Abraham had not acknowledged wrong but Abimelech still makes restitution.  
bb. Abimelech is scared.  
cc. This is like Pharoah in Genesis 12:16 
dd. Sarah was restored to Abraham. 
ee. Verse 15: Abimelech gives him permission to settle anywhere in his land.  
ff. Verse 16: he speaks to Sarah. He does call Sarah her brother.  
gg. He has given Abraham a lot of money. That is her vindication.  
hh. Verse 17: Abraham intercedes.  
ii. God healed them so it seems they were sick. Apparently, Abimelech’s wife and 

maids were made barren.  
jj. Verse 18 clarifies that the Lord has closed wombs. 
kk. Moody: To Abimelech’s credit—and as an undoubted example to the reader—he did 

not press the matter, but rather, having done his part in confronting the sinner with 
his sin, he left the hoped-for conviction and repentance of Abraham as something to 
be worked about between the sojourner and his God. In fact Abimelech even went 
beyond what anyone could justly ask of him and freely gave a thousand pieces of 
silver to Abraham as a public vindication of Sarah’s purity (v. 16). And who can 
blame Abimelech for giving vent to a slight bit of sarcasm when he told Sarah that he 
gave this money not to her husband but to her brother!25 

ll. ESV SB: Abimelech’s generosity, on top of his innocence, contrasts sharply with 
Abraham’s self-serving deception regarding the truth about Sarah. The king’s actions 

 
v. verse 
25 Michael A. Rydelnik and Michael Vanlaningham, eds., “Genesis,” in The Moody Bible 
Commentary (Chicago, IL: Moody Publishers, 2014), 78. 
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are a very public affirmation that he has not acted inappropriately toward Sarah, 
and thus he is not the father of any children she may have.26 

mm. The healing of Abimelech and the restoration of his wife and female slaves so 
that they may once again have children underlines God’s power over fertility. By 
noting that these things are restored, the narrator prepares the way for the birth of 
Isaac (21:1–3). By observing that Abraham prays, the narrative picks up on the 
theme of God’s blessing being mediated through Abraham (see 12:3).27 

nn. Important: Sarah’s public vindication rules out the possibility that Abimelech might 
be the father of the soon-to-be-born Isaac.28 

oo. given your brother. Social convention demands that the gift to Sarah be given 
through the male head of the family.29 

pp. Abimelech is guiltless and under no obligation to Abraham and Sarah (v. 6). Out of 
regard for the God of Abraham, however, Abimelech seeks to restore the honor that 
Sarah may have lost in the eyes of others.30 

 

 
26 Crossway Bibles, The ESV Study Bible (Wheaton, IL: Crossway Bibles, 2008), 85. 
27 Ibid.  
28 R. C. Sproul, ed., The Reformation Study Bible: English Standard Version (2015 Edition) 
(Orlando, FL: Reformation Trust, 2015), 45. 
29 Ibid.  
30 Ibid, 45-46.  


