
Noon Bible Study: Genesis 20 
Genesis 20:1-2 - Abraham in Gerar

Abraham moves from the Oaks of Mamre towards the Negev and settles between Kadesh and Shur, ending up in a place 
called Gerar.  Negev is the name for the southern desert region in the land of Canaan.

We don’t know what initiated or caused this move.  When he sojourned in Gerar, he found himself in a similar predicament. 
 This should remind us of the previous incident in Genesis 12 when Abraham and Sarah went to Egypt and Sarah found 
herself taken in by Pharoah.  Here we go again.

Genesis 20:3-7 - God Speaks To Abimelech

We read here about an interesting exchange between God and the pagan king of Gerar, Abimelech.  As a quick textual 
note, Abimelech is probably a title, like Pharoah, as it appears a number of times in the Hebrews Scriptures.  (Abi-melech 
is two Hebrew words: Abi (my father), melech (king).  

Abimelech has taken Sarah into his house, presumably to make her his wife or concubine.  God speaks to Abimelech in a 
dream and confronts him before any of this can happen.  Abimelech is scared straight but also responds - 

“Lord, will you destroy an innocent nation? Didn't Abraham tell me, 'She is my sister'? And she herself said, 'Yes, 
he is my brother.' I acted in complete innocence! My hands are clean." (Genesis 20:4-5 NLT)

God responds to Abimelech that he knows the facts and that he is being spared from judgment by God’s intervention, 
before he violates Sarah.  God directs Abimelech to return Sarah to Abraham and ask for Abraham to pray for him.  As 
you read this you probably are thinking - geez, what a wild story - it seems like Abraham caused all of this trouble, 
and yet Abraham is now going to intercede for Abimelech!  Yep.  That’s what we’re reading here!

In fact, Genesis 20:7 uses the first usage of the word prophet (nabi) in the Bible and it is in reference to Abraham. 
 Despite all of the messiness of this situation, God favors Abraham.  Abraham has shown himself to be faithful to the 
LORD, and even though sins and foolishness remains, he is God’s man.  

The usage of “prophet” here is likely in reference to the interceding that Abraham did on behalf of lot regarding Sodom. 
 Beyond just the idea that prophet knows the future or gives prophetic pronouncements, prophets were people who would 
stand between God and the people.  And that’s becoming Abraham’s reputation.  And so here we have our first Biblical 
prophet - “Prophet Abraham”
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Genesis 20:8-13 - Abimelech Confronts Abraham

Abimelech responds to the word of the LORD quickly and rightly.  He calls for Abraham and confronts him about this 
situation.  He asks “why did you do this to me”. Abraham explains that technically there is a way that Sarah could be 
considered his sister. (his father was also Abraham’s father, but they had different mothers).  But the primary 
relationship between them was husband and wife - not brother and sister!  So there was an element of truth in Abraham’s 
story, but it was not a fully honest and transparent word.

But this section also reveals the reason why Abraham did what he did.  To Abimelech’s question “why did you do this”, 
Abraham admits:

"Because I thought, surely there is no fear of God in this place, and they will kill me because of my wife. 
(Genesis 20:11)

Abraham’s reply seems to show that he was afraid and that his fear pushed him to lie.  Instead of trusting God in what 
he thought was a “godless place”, he took matters into his own hands to try and keep himself safe.  This is a repeating 
character defect of Abraham.  This time, he was afraid and so he lied.  He did the same thing in Egypt.   One could 
conclude that when the pressure is mounting to have an heir, he took matters into his own hand with Hagar and Ishmael. 
 When he feels pressure, he reacts to the pressure in foolish ways rather than turning to God. 

Can you relate to this?  When you’re feeling the pressure of other people, job situations, fear, anxiety, worry, 
deadlines, persecution, or other things in life - what do you do?  Are you able to keep your focus on God and get 
direction from Him or does the pressure push you to sin because you’re so overwhelmed you feel like you don’t have any 
other choice?

The key to reacting in godly ways when the pressure is on is to prepare yourself when the pressure is off.  Cultivating 
your relationship with God through prayer and His word is so important to maintain when “everything is good” in your 
life.  What this does is puts God’s word and his perspective in your life and heart so that when you are squeezed, God’s 
word and perspective is what comes out.

Genesis 20:14-18 - Things Are Made Right

God blesses Abraham through this messy story.  Abimelech releases Sarah to Abraham and also includes reparations in the 
deal (sheep, oxen, servants, and 1000 pieces of silver!).  The irony of Abraham’s confessed fear (“there is no fear of God in 
this place) is that Abimelech’s response to God speaking in the dream showed a tremendous amount of the fear of the LORD!

“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 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. (ESV Study Bible, 
Genesis 20:14-16)”

Abraham prays for Abimelech and his household and God blesses them (fertility restored).  And with that Genesis 20 ends 
with Abraham back on the right track.
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It is remarkable to read the story of Abraham chapter by chapter and verse by verse.  In reading the records in this way we 
really see the ups and downs of this man.  Faithful, courageous and trusting on one page - flawed, cowardly and tricky on the 
next.  It is such a window in the heart of Abraham the patriarch of faith but it is also a window into the heart of God and his 
relationship with humanity.

It’s easy for us to forget that Abraham was such a flawed character when we read him listed in Hebrews 11 or hear him spoken of 
in Scriptures which shine a great light on his life.  Make no mistake, Abraham was a great man and is one to highly esteem.  But 
we often (wrongly) think that because our lives aren’t flawless, we can’t be used by God today.  Some will also conclude that 
the men and women of the Bible were “different” than we are today.  That they had a special connection with God or something 
that allowed them to be who they were and do what they did.

Yet Abraham was up one day and down the next.  This idea doesn’t commend or justify sin in our lives - God didn’t commend or 
overlook Abraham’s.  But we should read the Bible and the great “heroes” of faith and see ourselves in the story more than we 
might.  Abraham had good days and bad.  He was locked in and sold out and he also had doubts and fears.  Yet the trajectory of 
his life was God-ward.  He never quit on God, he never turned from Him.  When he fell, he got back up.  When he doubted, he went 
to God with his questions.  This is what a having a relationship with God looks like.

Genesis 20 tells the story of God intervening on Abraham’s behalf in spite of Abraham’s not so bright decisions.  Sarah has 
already been taken by Abimelech and then God appears to him in a dream.  It is all God’s doing that Sarah is rescued - and more 
critical for our covenant story - Sarah is not impregnated by Abimelech! 

God’s help is not dependant on Abraham’s performance, but is extended out of mercy and in view of God’s will being done.  Have 
you heard of another God like the LORD?!  Abraham, Sarah and humanity in general stray away from where they should have been, 
find themselves in situations they can’t get themselves out of and God steps in (in spite of them) to save them.

This is the salvation of our God.  He becomes our savior because of his love and mercy, not because of our deeds.

Titus 3:5 - He saved us, not on the basis of deeds which we have done in righteousness, but according to His mercy.

He did this for Abraham in Genesis 20 and he has done this for us through Jesus Christ.  Thanks be to God.
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