
1 
 

 

Genesis 20 and 21 
June 13, 2021 

 
1) Genesis 20:1-18 – A Twice Told Tale 

 
a) These verses are a 2nd version of the story we read in Genesis 12:10-20 

where Abraham presented his wife Sarah as his sister to protect himself. The 
original account occurred in Egypt in the house of Pharaoh. This version 
locates the story in the Negeb, the most southern part of Israel bordering 
Egypt. Instead of Pharaoh Abraham encounters Abimelech. The purpose of 
the retelling is to clean up the reputation of Abraham. Since this is a revised 
version I will focus on those parts of the story that are different. 
 

b) The precise location of this story is the city of Gerar, where Abraham and 
Sarah encounter Abimelech, the king of the city. Abraham introduces Sarah 
to the king by saying she is my sister. King Abimelech took Sarah as one of 
his wives. In the original story Sarah becomes a full-fledged member of the 
royal harem and evidently escapes being pregnant because she was barren. 
 

c)  In this 2nd version the king is told by God that he will die because he has 
taken a married woman into his household. Abimelech argues with God by 
insisting that he is innocent: “will you destroy an innocent people? Did he 
not say himself to me, she is my sister?” God responds by telling Abimelech 
“I know that you did this in the integrity of your heart.” God goes on to say, 
“it was I who kept you from sinning… I did not let you touch her.” The 
conversation with the king concludes with God directing the return of Sarah 
or else Abimelech will die. In the conversation God identifies Abraham as a 
prophet and an effective intercessor with God. 
 

d) In verses 8-18 we are told of the confrontation between Abimelech and 
Abraham. Most readers of the story feel a sympathy for the king. His 
argument is sensible and seems just. He demands to know of Abraham, 
“How have I sinned against you, that you have brought such great guilt on 
me and my kingdom? …What were you thinking of, that you did this 
thing?” Abraham defends himself by telling us that Sarah is in fact his sister, 
“the daughter of my father but not the daughter of my mother.” At least in 
this story Abraham may be a coward but he is not a liar. 
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e) In verses 14-16 we are told of the great wealth that is showered on Abraham. 

From Abimelech he receives livestock, slaves, and 1000 pieces of silver. In 
addition, Sarah is completely exonerated. At the end of the story in verses 17 
and 18 we learn that God had stricken the entire royal court with infertility. 
The fervent intercessory prayer by Abraham brought healing to all involved. 
 

f) So here are the main differences in the 2 accounts. 1) In Genesis 20 
Abraham is shown not to be a liar. 2) In Genesis 20 the sexual purity of 
Sarah is maintained. 3) in Genesis 20 Abraham is proclaimed by God to be a 
prophet and is seen to be an effective intercessor. 4) In Genesis 20 the 
settings and characters are changed though the story remains much the same. 
5) The theme is altered as stated by Sibley Towner, “There (Genesis 12) the 
story functions to show how the impoverished immigrant got his financial 
stake; here it displays his positive role in political relations with other 
peoples and his ability to affect blessing for them through intercession.” 
 

2) Genesis 21:1-8 – The Birth of Isaac 
 
a) Chapter 21 functions to tie up all the loose ends of the previous account of 

Abraham and Sarah. In verses 1-8 we read of the birth of Isaac fulfilling the 
multiple promises of God to the aged couple. In verses 9-21 we see the rest 
of the story of the 1st son, Ishmael. In verses 22-34 we are told of a treaty 
with Abimelech. 
 

b) The story of the birth is told with little detail, little celebration, and little 
theological interpretation. The fulfillment of the long-awaited promise seems 
strangely anticlimactic. Priestly concerns are mentioned in describing 
circumcision on the 8th day and Abraham’s age is given as if to underscore 
the wonder of it all. Repeating her prior reaction to the news of bearing a 
child in her old age, Sarah responds with laughter, and that is related to the 
very name of Isaac given to the newborn son. Brueggemann comments, 
“Laughter is a biblical way of receiving a newness which cannot be 
explained. The newness is sheer gift – underived, unwarranted.” 
 

c) Perhaps 3 years after the birth the weaning occurs and a traditional feast for 
this occasion is held. It is not uncommon in traditional cultures for weaning 
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to occur 3 to 5 years after the birth believing the delay would provide health 
protection for both mother and child. If this is the case, Ishmael would have 
been 17 or 18 years of age since we are told in Genesis 17:24-25 that he was 
13 when Abraham was 99 years old. He was significantly older than Isaac. 
 

3) Genesis 21:9-21 – Hagar and Ishmael Are Sent Away 
 
a) In verse 9 we read that Sarah saw Ishmael “playing with her son Isaac.” The 

NRSV footnote tells us that the Hebrew text omits the name of Ishmael’s 
playmate. The Septuagint, an early Greek version of the Old Testament, 
solves the problem by logically adding Isaac’s name. One would assume that 
parents would be pleased to see children playing together but that is not the 
case with Sarah. Rabbinic commentaries on this verse have come to Sarah’s 
defense by noting the age difference between the 2 children and suggesting 
that Ishmael was taunting or bullying the younger Isaac. Others suggested 
they may have been fighting, in fact, one rabbi suggested Ishmael shot Isaac 
with an arrow. 
 

b) In verses 10 and 11 the real cause of Sarah’s unrest is made plain. She is 
concerned about the inheritance for Isaac who is after all the 2nd son born to 
Abraham. This underlying tension sets the tone for other biblical stories 
where God favors the younger son – Jacob, Joseph, and David. Eldest sons 
often seem to be the losers. The issue in Sarah’s mind is more than 
inheritance of money. It is the assurance that Isaac will inherit the promises 
made to Abraham that he will have countless descendants who will control 
God’s promised land. It is important to understand the theme of the 9th 
century BC Elohist writers of this passage: the religions of Canaan cannot be 
permitted to pollute the faith of Israel. Ishmael represents the culture and 
religion of the Canaanites. He may be a beloved son of Abraham, but he is 
an alien nonetheless. 
 

c) In verses 12 and 13 God provides marriage counseling for Abraham by 
saying, “whatever Sarah says to you, do as she tells you.” He tells Abraham 
that it is mainly through Isaac that God’s blessing and giftedness will be 
bestowed. God also makes assurances that Ishmael will also have a rich 
destiny. 
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d) In verse 14 the kindness of Abraham is demonstrated somewhat as he sends 
Hagar and Ishmael away only after providing food and water for them to 
take on their journey. In this story the age of Ishmael seems to have been 
dramatically reduced as the older teenager is now carried by Hagar and 
treated as a baby as they journey out into the wilderness. 
 

e) In verses 15-21 we read of the divine care shown by God for Hagar and 
Ishmael. As they are about to die in the hot barren desert Hagar places her 
child in the shade of a bush and walks away from him so she will not have to 
see him die. Both Hagar and Ishmael cry out in their anguished state, and 
God hears the cry of the boy. An angel of God brings words of comfort by 
saying, “Do not be afraid.” Hagar is instructed to lift up her son once again 
with the assurance that God will “make a great nation of him.” Then God 
unveiled to her a life-giving spring of water in the desert. Verses 20 and 21 
give us a glimpse of Ishmael’s future. He makes his home in the wilderness 
regions. His mother finds an Egyptian wife for him, and we learn from 
Genesis 22:12-18 that Ishmael becomes the father of 12 sons. 
 

f) In Galatians 4:21-31 Paul treats the figures of Hagar and Ishmael 
allegorically seeing Ishmael as the son of enslavement to law while Isaac is 
the very symbol of freedom and grace. Brueggemann sees Ishmael as the son 
of reason and human planning. In contrast, Isaac is the model of surprising 
and unmerited grace, an example of God’s miraculous intervention 
disrupting human plans and schemes. Brueggemann also emphasizes the 
impact of Genesis 21 on Jesus’s parable of the prodigal son. “In the parable, 
the older son with all the rights pleases the father, obeys the rules and 
deserves much.… But the younger son receives life as a gift.” Brueggemann 
goes on to say, “The exegesis of Paul and the parable of Jesus, like the 
narrative of Genesis, understand that God’s freedom is not limited by 
barrenness, old age, or primogeniture. God alone has power to make new.” 
 

g) It is interesting to see in this passage the tenderness God shows toward 
Hagar and Ishmael even as they are forced out of the home of Abraham. God 
rescues them and assures them that they have a place in God’s world as well. 
The election of Isaac does not condemn Ishmael to perdition. Sibley Towner 
stated: “When God elects one people, other peoples feel unelected. Even 
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with the problems that Genesis 21:9-21 poses, it lays the groundwork for a 
remarkably beneficent and accepting attitude toward those other peoples.” 
 

h) One final comment, consider the role of Ishmael in both Judaism and Islam. 
Following these accounts in chapter 21, the descendants of Ishmael reappear 
in Genesis 37, Judges 8, and Psalm 83. In rabbinic commentaries and 
legends, Ishmael reappears but is usually not regarded as a friendly character 
but as a threat to Isaac and Israel. In Islam Ishmael is regarded as a true 
prophet and a model of faithfulness. Eight times he is mentioned in the 
Koran in listings of famous men. In later Islamic literature it is Ishmael and 
not Isaac who is the child that Abraham is prepared to sacrifice. Many 
Christians, Jewish, and Islamic followers have found much comfort in 
seeing these 3 faiths as true children of Abraham. Our religious beliefs and 
our historical stories may be dramatically different but there is one clear 
shared experience: we are all children of Abraham and all bound by our 
covenant allegiance to the same Lord. 
 

4) Genesis 21:22-34-Abraham Makes Peace at Beer-Sheba  
 
a) One final loose end that needs to be fixed is the enmity that exists between 

Abraham and Abimelech because of Abraham’s deception. The 2 men come 
together to form a lasting covenant of peace between their 2 clans. 
Abimelech with his army general at his side has Abraham swear an oath of 
loyalty that he will never again “deal falsely with me or with my offspring.” 
So, in the name of his God Abraham swears an oath of loyalty to a Philistine 
king. 
 

b) In verses 25-31 we read a story common among desert nomads concerning 
ownership rights to precious water resources. Abraham develops a very 
elaborate ritual to affirm his ownership of a well, which involves the gifting 
of 7 lambs. The gift is so unusual that Abimelech is forced to ask, “What is 
the meaning of the 7 ewe lambs?” Abraham explains they are given “in 
order that you may be a witness for me that I dug this well.” In Hebrew the 
term for “well” is Beer and the term for “seven” is Sheba. This entire story 
may be an elaborate way to explain the meaning of the name Beer- Sheba. 
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c) In verses 32-34 we learn more about the city of Beer-Sheba, which from this 
point on plays an important part in the Old Testament story as the chief city 
of the Negeb. It marks the southern boundary of Israel, and despite verse 34 
it was not considered part of Philistia. The Philistines who gave their name 
to the land of Palestine arrived on the scene centuries after the time of 
Abraham. Archaeologists have confirmed that there were human settlements 
around Beer-Sheba as early as 5000 BC. 

 
Questions for Reflection 
 
1.Does it make sense to you that Genesis 20:1-7 is a later writer’s revision of an 
earlier story used to clean up the reputation of Abraham? Or do you think this same 
event occurred twice in the life of Abraham? 
 
2.In Genesis 20 we see 2 accounts of Abimelech and Abraham pleading with God 
for justice, for their own well-being, and for the welfare of others. Abraham is 
praised for being an effective intercessor with God. How does intercessory prayer 
work? The PHA is filled with requests for intercessory prayer, and we usually 
close our Sunday school sessions within intercessory prayer. Why? 
 
3.What do you think of the role of Sarah and Abraham in the story that banishes 
Hagar and Ishmael? Do you think they acted righteously? Do you think they acted 
in a questionable manner? 
 
4.God shows special care for Ishmael and Hagar as they are about to die in the 
wilderness. Should this divine action inform our care for refugees on the run? 
 
5.Do you agree with Paul’s interpretation of Hagar and Ishmael as symbols of 
slavery and legalism while Sarah and Isaac are seen as models of freedom and 
faithfulness? 
 
6.Can we take the Isaac and Ishmael stories as a way of interpreting contemporary 
relationships between Christian, Jewish, and Islamic believers? Is it fair to say we 
are all children of Abraham bound together in a covenant to the same Lord? 
 


