
Issue #3 Which of the two ‘taking the Bible seriously’ ways of 
interpreting Genesis 20 is right? 

I think there are two views of this chapter that ‘take the Bible seriously’ as God’s authoritative and 
inerrant word.  

View 1  View 2 

Abraham 
 
He sinned by lying about Sarah (although she 
was his ½ sister, clearly he was deceiving 
Abimelech and therefore was implying to 
Abimelech that he could have her).  
This was cowardly in terms of his husbandly 
responsibilities to Sarah. It was thankless and 
untrusting to God who had delivered them 
once, by his mercy and grace, when he’d done 
the same thing in Genesis 12.  
Abraham should have been open and honest 
from the get go. He should have trusted God 
and God’s promises, which clearly implied that 
he could not come to harm before the child of 
promise was born to him and Sarah (17:19). 
And IF Abimelech had killed him, God would 
raise him from death.  
When accused by Abimelech in v8-10 nothing 
Abraham says exonerates him. In fact the 
language of v13 (‘When God had me wander 
from my father’s house …’) is akin to Eve’s 
adding to God’s prohibition in Genesis 3 and 
Adam’s blaming God for putting the woman 
there with him! These words indicate 
Abraham’s lack of faith in God. 
All this is doubly awful because as v7 reveals, 
Abraham is a prophet of God. Even those 
given great responsibility by God can sin. 

Abraham  

He is truthful but wise (Proverbs 12:22-23) in 
calling Sarah his sister (as he says in v12) when 
faced with having to move into the kingdom of a 
godless tyrant (snake like, as per Genesis 3:15).  
He and Sarah have a strategy they have used 
before when facing this kind of situation and 
which God had blessed (Genesis 12) (v13).  
Abraham, by emphasising the brotherly aspect 
of his relationship with Sarah was able to 
protect her (cf Genesis 24:29-31, 50, 60; 
Genesis 34) if at all possible but less vulnerable 
in case the king proved to be totally lawless and 
without fear of God.  
The language of v13 is merely descriptive of his 
life as a pilgrim/nomad being the recipient of a 
great commission and promise (Genesis 12:1-3).  
He fulfils his calling as a prophet effectively 
once he has been restored to being treated by 
Abimelech as Sarah’s ‘covering of the eyes’ (her 
protector) - that which Abimelech had ignored.  
Abraham was right to be concerned about 
moving near to Abimelech since he did abduct 
Sarah and it took direct miraculous intervention 
from God (by way of the dream and the 
infertility) to get Abimelech’s attention and to 
bring some fear of God to them (v8). 



Abimelech  
 
He is righteous as he says in v4-5. He has a 
deep sense of right and wrong although he is a 
pagan ruler. This is God’s common grace.   
He takes issue with Abraham’s behaviour, 
exposing it in v8-10. But because God has 
asked him to return Sarah, he does that and 
with amazing generosity publicly honouring 
Sarah and Abraham as her husband to re-
establish Sarah’s honour. 

Abimelech  

He does what Pharaoh did (12:15), what the 
Sons of God did (6:1-2) and what Eve did (3:4): 
he took Sarah for himself.  
He should have asked Abraham, her brother, as 
per custom (eg. Genesis 24:29-31). But instead 
he acts tyrannically.  
It’s true he doesn’t have sex with her. I would 
read this as per the text as being God’s 
gracious restraint on him as well as his restraint 
(which God does commend (v6). Adultery is not 
the issue here (though it could be if he refuses 
to return her, v7). The issue is tyranny, It’s 
taking without reference to Abraham. It’s the 
abduction as much as the potential for adultery. 
To his credit Abimelech believes God and 
believes Abraham (in that after their 
conversation in v8-13 Abimelech acts in 
repentance and faith rather than in pride or 
accusation anymore)

God 

Though he accuses Abimelech of abducting a 
married women he accepts Abimelech’s 
defence of v4-5.  
He insists Abimelech return Sarah to Abraham. 
Not to do so will mean he’s no longer innocent 
and must face the consequences of his sin. 
But if he does so, he will live (be acquitted).  
There is no acquittal for Abraham after v13. 
This silence is deafening and leads us to 
believe that Abraham is wrong. Yet not only 
does God bring his mercy to Abimelech he also 
is very kind to an undeserving Abraham and 
extricates him from a potentially ‘gospel’ 
threatening disaster. 

God  

He is just and accepts where Abimelech has 
done what is right as well as condemning him 
for what was wrong.  
He insists Abimelech return Sarah to Abraham. 
Not to do so will mean he’s no longer innocent 
and must face the consequences of his sin. But 
if he does so, he will live (be acquitted).  
He mediates His blessing to Abimelech through 
His prophet Abraham, who Abimelech blesses 
hugely.  
God keeps His promise of Genesis 12:3 that 
those who bless Abraham He will bless just as 
He will curse those who curse him. Abimelech’s 
‘conversion’ (of sorts) is a huge contract to the 
men of Sodom from Chapter 19 and a hint of 
the global grace and mercy God is promising 
through Abraham: ‘all nations will be blessed 
through you’. His name the LORD is significantly 
placed at the end v18.



I find it striking that though both views take quite a different approach to Abraham and Abimelech 
(and clearly both can’t be right!) yet they are united in the fact that God is the hero of the story! In 
both He shows mercy and grace. In both He turns evil for good. In both He preserves His purposes 
for the world from attack. Therefore whichever way we slice the two men, the message is one to 
encourage us to repent of our sin before God and to trust Him for the deliverance He promises 
through His prophet/rescuing mediator!  

At the moment, though I know that most of the writers of commentaries take View 1 I am persuaded 
of View 2. I think that this is more in tune with the text and the context of Genesis. I think that the 
way Christ is seen therefore by ‘type’ or shadowy outline in this passage is thrilling. Therefore can’t 
just ‘swallow’ and preach View 2. But given the godliness of those who take View 1, the fact that 
Christ can be seen equally through that lens too and the lovely way that the ultimate message of the 
passage is very similar on both, I find it hard to get too hot under the collar. And I want to rejoice in 
the God of Genesis 20 and to see deep repentance and courageous patient faith grow in my life and 
in the lives of others from it. 

Message of Genesis 20:  
the frailty and failing of Abraham magnifies 

God’s mercy and grace 

Message of Genesis 20:  
the faithful servant/prophet of God is attacked 

by the wicked yet rescued by the LORD 
(miraculously) to bring undeserved blessing 
those who bless His prophet/servant and 

blessing to the nations.


