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Introduction
Abraham's life as God's covenant-keeper has been a story of growth in faith and in virtue. When three mysterious
visitors showed up at his tent, he offered them selfless hospitality. When God revealed His plan to judge Sodom
for its wickedness, he urgently interceded on Lot's behalf, obtaining mercy for him and his family. Because of his
love of righteousness and justice, Abraham appeared to be a man after God's own heart.
Perhaps at this point in the story, we will want to ask, "Are God's friends perfect?" Abraham seems to have such
an intimate relationship with God that he would not be a man subject to doubts, fears, and missteps. If that were
the case, it would be difficult for him to be an example for most of us, since we often shock ourselves with how
fickle and inconstant we are in our walks with God. If we are not shocked by our own weaknesses, we are
certainly shocked by the weaknesses of others, especially those in positions of authority. In this lesson, we will see
what effect a stumble has on Abraham's relationship with God.
We will also see the long-awaited birth of Isaac, the son of Abraham and Sarah. The birth of this boy will be the
cause of deep joy for his parents, but it will be joy tinged with some pain. The consequences of an earlier lapse
will finally have to be faced. How do friends of God behave in circumstances like these? We shall see.
Read the following passage all the way through at least once. Then answer the questions on the text that follow.

Genesis 20
1 From there Abraham journeyed toward the territory of the Negeb, and dwelt between Kadesh and Shur; and
he sojourned in Gerar. 2 And Abraham said of Sarah his wife, "She is my sister." And Abimelech king of
Gerar sent and took Sarah. 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." 4 Now Abimelech had
not approached her; so he said, "Lord, wilt thou slay an innocent people? 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 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. 7 Now then restore the man's wife; for he is a prophet, and he will pray for you, and you shall live. But if
you do not restore her, know that you shall surely die, you, and all that are yours." 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.
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." 10 And Abimelech said to Abraham, "What were you thinking of, that you did this thing?" 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. 12 Besides she is indeed my sister, the daughter of my father but not the daughter of my
mother; and she became my wife. 13 And when God caused me to wander from my father's house, I said to
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Genesis 20 (cont.)
her, 'This is the kindness you must do me: at every place to which we come, say of me, He is my brother.'" 14
Then Abimelech took sheep and oxen, and male and female slaves, and gave them to Abraham, and restored
Sarah his wife to him. 15 And Abimelech said, "Behold, my land is before you; dwell where it pleases you."
16 To Sarah he said, "Behold, I have given your brother a thousand pieces of silver; it is your vindication in
the eyes of all who are with you; and before every one you are righted." 17 Then Abraham prayed to God; and
God healed Abimelech, and also healed his wife and female slaves so that they bore children. 18 For the
LORD had closed all the wombs of the house of Abimelech because of Sarah, Abraham's wife.

Questions on the Text
Abraham and Abimelech
Read Genesis 20:1-18
[Note: Abraham and Sarah lived a semi-nomadic existence, moving from place to place. Abraham apparently
had a "policy" of claiming Sarah to be his sister, which was half-true (vs. 12). Some scholars believe this episode
to be a duplication of the one recorded in 12:10-20. Yet the details of this incident are not exactly the same as
that one, most notably the location in Canaan rather than a sojourn into Egypt. There is no compelling reason to
see this as a repetition of the earlier story, although some of the details are similar.]
1. We know that Abraham was deceptive about his true relationship with Sarah out of fear for his life (see
20:11). He must have known, from his previous experience, that this behavior was wrong. Why do you suppose
he resorts to it again?
2. Why do you think God takes up this matter first with Abimelech, in a dream, rather than with Abraham? Was
Abimelech entirely innocent?
[Note: God had apparently struck down Abimelech with grave illness, hence He addresses him as a "dead man."]
3. Abimelech's illness made it impossible for him to have sexual relations with Sarah. Why do you suppose God
would go to such lengths to preserve Sarah from being "touched" by Abimelech?
4. What do you suppose Abimelech's reaction might have been to God's announcement that it would be
Abraham's prayer for him that would save him? How might this episode help Catholics when they encounter
questions about how bad popes or priests could possibly be vessels of God's grace in the world (see also Matt.
23:1-3)?
5. What might Sarah's reaction have been to Abraham's "sister" plan? Read 1 Pet. 3:1-7 for a New Testament
comment on Sarah. In spite of the political incorrectness of it all, how can Sarah be an example to Christian
women, as St. Peter says?
6. Does it bother you that God does not directly address Abraham about this lapse in this episode? What do you
make of that?
Read the following text all the way through at least once. Then answer the questions on the text that follow.
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Genesis 21
1 The LORD visited Sarah as he had said, and the LORD did to Sarah as he had promised. 2 And Sarah
conceived, and bore Abraham a son in his old age at the time of which God had spoken to him. 3 Abraham
called the name of his son who was born to him, whom Sarah bore him, Isaac. 4 And Abraham circumcised
his son Isaac when he was eight days old, as God had commanded him. 5 Abraham was a hundred years old
when his son Isaac was born to him. 6 And Sarah said, "God has made laughter for me; every one who hears
will laugh over me." 7 And she said, "Who would have said to Abraham that Sarah would suckle children?
Yet I have borne him a son in his old age." 8 And the child grew, and was weaned; and Abraham made a great
feast on the day that Isaac was weaned. 9 But Sarah saw the son of Hagar the Egyptian, whom she had borne
to Abraham, playing with her son Isaac. 10 So she said to Abraham, "Cast out this slave woman with her son;
for the son of this slave woman shall not be heir with my son Isaac." 11 And the thing was very displeasing to
Abraham on account of his son. 12 But God said to Abraham, "Be not displeased because of the lad and
because of your slave woman; whatever Sarah says to you, do as she tells you, for through Isaac shall your
descendants be named. 13 And I will make a nation of the son of the slave woman also, because he is your
offspring." 14 So Abraham rose early in the morning, and took bread and a skin of water, and gave it to Hagar,
putting it on her shoulder, along with the child, and sent her away. And she departed, and wandered in the
wilderness of Beer-sheba. 15 When the water in the skin was gone, she cast the child under one of the bushes.
16 Then she went, and sat down over against him a good way off, about the distance of a bowshot; for she
said, "Let me not look upon the death of the child." And as she sat over against him, the child lifted up his
voice and wept. 17 And God heard the voice of the lad; and the angel of God called to Hagar from heaven,
and said to her, "What troubles you, Hagar? Fear not; for God has heard the voice of the lad where he is. 18
Arise, lift up the lad, and hold him fast with your hand; for I will make him a great nation." 19 Then God
opened her eyes, and she saw a well of water; and she went, and filled the skin with water, and gave the lad a
drink. 20 And God was with the lad, and he grew up; he lived in the wilderness, and became an expert with
the bow. 21 He lived in the wilderness of Paran; and his mother took a wife for him from the land of Egypt. 22
At that time Abimelech and Phicol the commander of his army said to Abraham, "God is with you in all that
you do; 23 now therefore swear to me here by God that you will not deal falsely with me or with my offspring
or with my posterity, but as I have dealt loyally with you, you will deal with me and with the land where you
have sojourned." 24 And Abraham said, "I will swear." 25 When Abraham complained to Abimelech about a
well of water which Abimelech's servants had seized, 26 Abimelech said, "I do not know who has done this
thing; you did not tell me, and I have not heard of it until today." 27 So Abraham took sheep and oxen and
gave them to Abimelech, and the two men made a covenant. 28 Abraham set seven ewe lambs of the flock
apart. 29 And Abimelech said to Abraham, "What is the meaning of these seven ewe lambs which you have
set apart?" 30 He said, "These seven ewe lambs you will take from my hand, that you may be a witness for me
that I dug this well." 31 Therefore that place was called Beer-sheba; because there both of them swore an oath.
32 So they made a covenant at Beer-sheba. Then Abimelech and Phicol the commander of his army rose up
and returned to the land of the Philistines. 33 Abraham planted a tamarisk tree in Beer-sheba, and called there
on the name of the LORD, the Everlasting God. 34 And Abraham sojourned many days in the land of the
Philistines.
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Questions on the Text
The Birth of Isaac
Read Genesis 21:1-7
7. Think of the difference between Sarah lying to God about laughing over the promise of a son (Gen. 18:15) and
then finding delight in the idea of universal ("every one") laughter over the birth of Isaac (vs. 6.) What she once
tried to hide, she now wants everyone to experience. Describe what you think has happened in Sarah's heart.?
A Problem Over Ishmael
Read Genesis 21:8-21
[Note: Isaac would have been perhaps 2 or 3 years old when he was weaned. At the feast given to celebrate his
weaning, Sarah observed Ishmael (who would have been about 16-17 years old) "playing" with Isaac. St. Paul, in
Gal. 4:28-31, says that this was not innocent child's play but "persecution." The implication is that Ishmael was
mocking or taunting Isaac about becoming a "big boy" but not being as important as a firstborn son, as Ishmael
was. This was the traditional Jewish understanding of this episode.]
8. Why do you suppose this kind of "playing" would have so provoked Sarah?
9. Why do you think Sarah's suggestion displeases Abraham?
10. What appears to be different in Abraham's response to Sarah's idea involving Hagar from the last episode of
this sort (see Gen. 16:1-2)?
11. Why do you think it is necessary for Hagar and Ishmael to be sent away? How does God temper the harshness
of it? What does this reveal about Him?
A Covenant with Abimelech
Read Genesis 21:22-34
[Note: This Abimelech appears to be the same one we saw in the previous chapter.]
12. What kind of reputation does Abraham have in the area where he lives? Why do you suppose these men want
to make a covenant with him?
[Note: See the importance of the number seven as the men make a covenant. This is in keeping with our
discussion of the dual meaning of the Hebrew word for "oath" and "seven" in an earlier lesson (Lesson Two). The
seven lambs formalize the agreement between Abraham and Abimelech. For Abraham, they represent his
intention not to go back on his word: "I swear." The use of the number seven reminds us of the original covenant
God made with man and all the cosmos, by hallowing the seventh day. That covenant expressed His intention to
be a Father to the entire created order. Men kept breaking that covenant until God made one that wouldn't depend
on men. The New Covenant, ratified in the blood of Christ and made available to us in the seven sacraments
of the Church, is God's final expression of His intention to be Father to us all; the seven sacraments assure us that
He will never go back on His Word.]
13. See that in vs. 33, Abraham calls on the name of the Lord. Thinking about what we have seen of him in these
two chapters, what is your impression of his relationship with God at this stage in his life?
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Questions for Reflection
One of the best ways to meditate on God's Word is to take it deeply into your life through memorization. The
suggested memory verse is always highlighted in the text (see Genesis 21). Or you may choose one of your own.
For further reflection, consider these questions:
1. Check your life to see if you are vulnerable to presumption. How can you recognize it? Look for venial sins
or imperfections in your character with which you are too patient. Watch to see if you make the excuse of "Well,
God doesn't expect me to be perfect" before or after you indulge little selfishnesses. Better to root these weeds out
of your life now, before they grow deeper and bind the heart like the chains of a slave.
2. Has God ever done for you what He did for Sarah - has He ever turned what once seemed too good to be true
into a living reality for you? Laugh out loud over what you can, and sing out your praises to God.
NOTE: IF YOU ARE DOING THIS STUDY WITH A GROUP, PLEASE DO NOT READ "OPPORTUNITIES
FOR FURTHER STUDY" OR "POINTS TO PONDER" UNTIL AFTER YOUR DISCUSSION.
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Opportunities for Additional Study
Points to Ponder
Think about what we have observed up to this point in Abraham's life concerning prayer. It is really most
remarkable. We have seen that God answered his prayers for mercy on Lot's behalf. This was a prayer he prayed
out of righteous love of justice and love for his kinsman. We have seen that God showed mercy and favor to
Hagar and Ishmael through the intercession of Abraham, even though the unfortunate circumstances that required
prayer were due to Abraham's departure from God's plan for him. Now, in these chapters, we have seen God
withhold His healing from a gravely ill man until he did what was right (restore Sarah) and had Abraham, the one
who wronged him, pray for him. What can we make of all this?
The best way to understand what Abraham's life shows us about prayer is to remember a thought from the
previous lesson. Recall that when God revealed His plan to judge Sodom to Abraham, it was Abraham's human
voice that defended the justice and goodness of God against the appearance of something otherwise. That was a
sign to us that when God chose Abraham and made a covenant with him, it was the beginning of the Great
Reversal for His enemy, Satan. Why? Never again would human voices fail to defend the character of God, as
Adam did in Eden. The life of God in men (which is "grace") will enable them to be His presence within the
fallen creation. Flesh and blood will thwart and eventually, in the Incarnation, destroy the power of the devil, just
as God promised in Gen. 3:15.
What was it that Adam didn't do in Eden? He didn't pray for help from God. He did not lift his voice to object to
the serpent's attack on God's character, and he did not cry out for guidance about what to do next. What would
that prayer, had he prayed it, have done? It would have preserved his supernatural grace, the likeness of God that
was his as a gift. Instead, he lost it. He was still in God's image but not in His likeness.
Abraham, as we have seen, prays. He asks God to act, and the details of his story in Genesis show very clearly
that his prayers loose God's power and mercy. Even when he is weak and culpable, his prayers are efficacious.
This is an astounding statement about prayer. As the Catechism says, "Prayer restores man to God's likeness and
enables him to share in the power of God's love that saves the multitude." (2572) Just as the lack of prayer led to
the loss of God's likeness in man, the action of prayer is the first step to its restoration.
When we get to the New Testament, we can hardly fathom the power of the prayers of the New Covenant family
of God. What we see here in Genesis of the way in which God uses the prayers of Abraham as His instruments
for unleashing His power, love, and goodness on fallen human creatures is only a shadow of what lies ahead. If
we have been baptized into Christ, we share in that special relationship between the Father and the Son. Therefore
Jesus says, "Ask, and it will be given you; seek, and you will find; knock, and it will be opened to you. For
everyone who asks receives, and he who seeks finds, and to him who knocks it will be opened." (Luke 11:9-10)
Once it sinks into our minds and hearts that prayer makes us like God and that, because He wants to vanquish His
enemy through human beings, He uses our prayers to pour out His blessings on all mankind, we should
comprehend why St. Paul says, in 1 Thess. 5:17, to "pray without ceasing." Amen!
Catechism Connection
There are no pertinent references in the Catechism of the Catholic Church from these two chapters of Genesis.
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S ummary Summary
In this lesson, we observed that:

1. When Abraham and Sarah resumed their wandering in Canaan, Abraham repeated a strategy of deception
about his relationship to Sarah that he had used earlier in Egypt. This led to the abduction of Sarah by a man
named Abimelech. God caused this man to become gravely ill, so that he could not have sexual relations with
Sarah. Then God visited him in a dream, urging him to restore her to Abraham and to have Abraham pray for his
healing.
2. God showed in this episode that His work on behalf of people is not put in jeopardy by the weakness and
failure of those through whom He works, if He has placed them in positions of authority. He healed Abimelech
through the prayers of Abraham.
3. Sarah's chastity and reputation were preserved.
4. In Abraham's old age, Sarah gave birth to a son. She was so delighted with this gift from God that she
anticipated the laugh of joy and delight from every one who hears her story. Her happiness reflected a deepening
in her personal experience with God.
5. When Sarah saw Ishmael "playing" with Isaac, whatever she saw made her realize that sooner or later,
Ishmael's presence within the family would pose a threat to Abraham's obedience to the covenant God had made
with him. She urged Abraham to take the drastic measure of expelling the boy and his mother from the
household.
6. Abraham was directed by God to do what Sarah has said. God promised to show them mercy, but the severe
action was necessary in order to break the deep attachment that had developed between the father and his son.
7. Abraham obeyed, although reluctantly. When Hagar and Ishmael were on the point of exhaustion and
desperation, God intervened to preserve their lives and their hope.
8. Abraham was approached by Abimelech to secure an honorable alliance. The two men formed a covenant
which guaranteed them and their posterity peace and well-being. It was sealed with seven ewe lambs, a number
carrying great covenantal significance.
9. In evaluating Abraham's relationship with God to this point, we saw strengths and weaknesses. Abraham is
obviously God's friend, but we wondered whether that friendship was so secure that little slips (like the
dishonesty over Sarah) or inordinate attachments (like the one to Ishmael) just didn't matter anymore.

A Message from the Authors
Are you enjoying our study? Would you like this important service to continue? If so, please be aware that
Catholic Exchange is a non-profit charitable organization totally dependent on your financial support to maintain
both our website and our groundbreaking Catholic Scripture Study. So please make an on-line donation with your
credit card at www.catholicexchange.com, call 1-888-477-1982, or mail as generous a donation as possible to:
Catholic Exchange
P.O. Box 231820
Encinitas, CA 92023
Thank you for making the Word of God available to anyone who wants it anywhere in the world.
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