
The sister-wife motif in the patriarchal narratives 

 
Genesis contains three patriarchal narratives with a similar sister-wife motif (Gen.12:10-20; 20:1-
18; and 26:1-11). In each account the patriarch passes of his wife as his sister out of fear for his 
own life. The parallels between the accounts are attributed by the source critics to multiple 
versions of the same original story supposedly demonstrating a multiplicity of underlying 
sources. On the other hand, the three accounts are also fertile ground for the hypotheses of the 
form critics, who trace units of tradition according to the ‘form’ or ‘shape’ (i.e. a saga or legend) 
that they have assumed during their oral, pre-literary development.  Lastly, the three accounts 
exercise the redaction critics, who are interested in the final editorial work and how the accounts 
function as they now stand, not as variants of the same event, but as independent episodes in the 
lives of the patriarchs.  This article will examine the typology of the narratives and present a 
holistic approach by demonstrating that they are all inter-dependent. 
 

The First Account (A) 

 
The three narratives are very similar; indeed they presuppose knowledge of each other and would 
be unintelligible without this mutual dependence.1 It is however, the divergences in the different 
narratives that signal the true intention of the author. The following table compares the three 
narratives: 
 
 

Passage 12:10-20 20:1-18 26:7-11 

Account A B C 

Chronology Sarah 65 years old 24 years later 76 years later 

Couple Abraham, Sarah Abraham, Sarah Isaac, Rebekah 

Locality Egypt Gerar Gerar 

Reason for stay Famine No reason given Famine 

 
1 “The episodes in chaps.20 and 26 presuppose that the reader is already familiar with the account in chap. 12. This 
also points to a process of literary composition in, at least, the later stages of development of accounts B and C.” T. 
Desmond Alexander, Abraham in the Negev: A source-critical investigation of Genesis 20:1-11:19, (paternoster press, 1997), 
p.51; “Thus, for example, the account of Sarah’s abduction by Abimelech in Genesis 20 presupposes that the reader 
is already familiar with a similar incident that occurred previously. Without a prior knowledge of the events 
described in Genesis 12:11-15, it is impossible to make sense of Genesis 21:2. This strongly suggests that the 
account in Genesis 20 was composed as part of a document that already contained material in Genesis 12:10-20 (or 
something very similar). This observation argues against a documentary solution to the presence of these two 
incidents in Genesis; possibly Genesis 20 was composed as a supplement to an already existing document. When, 
however, all the source-analysis criteria are considered in Genesis 12:10-20 and 20:1-18, it is highly unlikely that the 
same writer composed both episodes.” T. Desmond Alexander, From Paradise to the Promised Land, (Baker Academic, 
Paternoster Press, 2002), 22-23. John Ronning presents a brilliant essay that is highly recommended and will be 
referred to later in this article, he comments: “But as we saw, a key to understanding the relationship between chaps. 
12 and 20 is that one left out what is found in the other.” Ronning, John, The Naming of Isaac: The Role of the 
Wife/Sister Episodes in the Redaction of Genesis, Westminster Thelogical Journal 53 (1991) 1-27,26 
 



King Pharaoh Abimelech 

[Phichol v.22] 

Abimelech 

[Phichol v.26] 

Offence Sarah taken as wife. 

 

 

Sarah entered harem but 
kept from adultery. 

 

Potential only 

King becomes aware Not said Warning dream Sees Isaac caressing 
Rebekah. 

Reason for deceit Abraham's fear of death. Abraham's fear of death. Isaac's fear of death. 

Excuse None given "No fear of God in this 
place.... When God had 
me wander..." asked favor 
of Sarah. 

"Because I thought I might 
lose my life on account of 
her." 

Penalty on King Serious diseases on 
Pharaoh and his 
household. 

Abimelech, his wives and 
concubines could not 
beget or bear children. 

None. Orders people not 
to molest either Isaac or 
Rebekah. 

Gifts because of 
Sarah 

Pharaoh treats Abraham 
well -- sheep, cattle, 
donkeys, slaves, and 
camels. 

None reported Not applicable 

Expiation None 1,000 shekels of silver, plus 
sheep, cattle, and slaves 

None 

Expulsion Sent away with wife and 
possessions. 

None. "Live wherever you 
like." 

Not immediately, but 
finally because of Isaac's 
wealth only. 

 
 
 
Before we investigate the theological implications of the challenging chronology of the accounts 
it is important to set them in a wider traditio-historic setting by means of their typological 
significance. The first account (A) has long been recognized by scholars, including (among 
others) Wenham, Peterson and Ronning as typical. Peterson remarks: “The analogy with the sojourn 
of Israel in Egypt is too obvious to require explication. Hence the setting in Egypt interjects an ambiguous tone to 
the story.” 2 Although the analogy is “too obvious to require explication”, Peterson, and the scholarly 
community, have done little to realize the wider implications of this observation; not only in the 
specific case of the patriarchal narratives, but also more generally for critical interpretive 
methods, whether, source, tradition-history, form or redaction criticism.3 It is perhaps necessary 
to tabulate these ‘obvious’ connections: 
 
 

 
2 A Thrice-Told Tale: Genre, Theme, and Motif by David L. Petersen [cited Jan 2012] online @ 
http://fontes.lstc.edu/~rklein/Documents/petersen.htm 
Notes: http://personal.centenary.edu/~sbrayfor/petersennotes.htm 
3 Ibid, Ronning, 29: “It was well known to the ancients that Gen. 12:10-20 is typologically related to the account of 
the Exodus, a fact that has not been dealt with by most moderns.” 

 

http://fontes.lstc.edu/~rklein/Documents/petersen.htm
http://personal.centenary.edu/~sbrayfor/petersennotes.htm


 

Genesis 12 Israel in Egypt 

And there was a famine in the land: and 
Abram went down into Egypt to sojourn 
there; for the famine was grievous in the 
land. (v.10) 
 

And the famine was sore in the land.(Gen 
43:1) 
 
And they took their cattle, and their goods, 
which they had gotten in the land of 
Canaan, and came into Egypt, Jacob, and 
all his seed with him. 
(Gen. 46:6) 
 

And the LORD plagued Pharaoh and his 
house with great plagues because of Sarai 
Abram's wife.(v.17) 
 

I will at this time send all my plagues upon 
thine heart, and upon thy servants, and 
upon thy people; that thou mayest know 
that there is none like me in all the earth. 
(Ex.9:14) 

Hagar the Egyptian bondservant (16:1) 
probably obtained while in Egypt. 

And a mixed multitude went up also with 
them; and flocks, and herds, even very 
much cattle. (Ex.12:38) 

And he entreated Abram well for her sake: 
and he had sheep, and oxen, and he asses, 
and menservants, and maidservants, and 
she asses, and camels.(v.16) 

And the LORD gave the people favour in 
the sight of the Egyptians, so that they lent 
unto them such things as they required. 
And they spoiled the Egyptians. 
(Ex.12:35,36) 
 
And also that nation, whom they shall 
serve, will I judge: and afterward shall they 
come out with great substance. 
(Gen.15:14) 

 

 

 
The parallels between Genesis 12 and the Egyptian Exodus are indeed remarkable, with one 
notable exception – the use of deception.  The Pharaoh of the Exodus was not deceived as to 
the true nature of Israel’s calling, rather he is portrayed as wilfully ignorant “Now there arose a new 
king over Egypt which knew not Joseph” (Ex.1: 8). If anything, it was Joseph (acting as a previous 
Pharaoh’s agent) that perpetrated a ruse against his brethren and hid his true identity from them. 
Surprisingly, the Joseph narrative represents a reversal of the sister-wife motif. Joseph’s brethren 
migrate to Egypt because of famine, (43:1) they fear for their lives (50:19-21) and are themselves 
deceived by the one whom they sold into the slavery of another man’s house.   
 

 

The Second Account (B) 

 
If the first account (A) presents such a clear analogy with Israel’s redemptive history can the 
second account (B) receive the same treatment? The following tabulation demonstrates that it 
can:  
 
 



Genesis 20 1 Samuel 

Abimelech king of Gerar sent, and took 
Sarah.(v.2)4  
 

And the Philistines took the ark of God 
…they brought it into the house of 
Dagon (5:1, 2) 

The [Philistine] men were sore afraid (v.8) And the Philistines were afraid, for they 
said, God is come into the camp (4:7) 

And the LORD plagued Pharaoh and his 
house with great plagues because of Sarai 
Abram’s wife. (Gen. 12:17) 

These are the Gods that smote the 
Egyptians with all the plagues in the 
wilderness.(4:8)  
Wherefore then do ye harden your hearts, 
as the Egyptians and Pharaoh hardened 
their hearts? (6:6) 

For the LORD had fast closed up all the 
wombs of the house of Abimelech, 
because of Sarah Abraham’s wife.(v.18) 

But the hand of the LORD was heavy 
upon them…. his hand is sore upon us 
(5:6, 7) 

And Abimelech took sheep, and oxen, and 
menservants, and womenservants, and 
gave them unto Abraham, and restored 
him Sarah his wife (v.14) 

Send away the ark of the God of Israel, 
and let it go again to his own place (5:11) 
Return him a trespass offering: then ye 
shall be healed (6:3) 

Now therefore restore the man his wife; 
for he is a prophet, and he shall pray for 
thee, and thou shalt live (v.7) 
So Abraham prayed unto God: and God 
healed Abimelech, and his wife, and his 
maidservants; and they bare children. (v.17) 
 

And Samuel said, Gather all Israel to 
Mizpeh, and I will pray for you unto the 
LORD. (7:5) 

 
In contrast with the Exodus account, the Deuteronomistic emphasis is on the appropriation of 
the cultic object and setting it in the ‘house’ of the Philistines. Peterson identifies the “fear of 
Elohim” as one of the major themes in account (B): “The primary theme, I would call “the fear of 
Elohim.” This theme is, as Wolff has most recently shown, a keystone to the entire Elohistic enterprise. In our 
text, the theme receives two unusual twists. The patriarch is depicted as one who does not believe that there is fear 
of Elohim outside the Israelite community, while it is the king, the foreigner, who matter-of-factly acknowledges 
Elohim's authority.” 5 In Samuel the Philistines accord the ark more respect and demonstrate more 
‘fear of Elohim’ than the Israelites. Indeed the ark had been captured in the first place because of 
its use as a talisman in battle (4:3) - - the sons of Eli were renowned for their corruption and 
cultic disrespect (2:12) - - and even when the ark was returned the Israelites could not resist the 
temptation to look inside it (6:19). The Philistines act with more restraint and respect than the 
Israelites; they are even aware of the reputation of the Israelite God6 and when they return the 
ark they make restitution. 7 

 
4 The ark was in Philistine hands for seven months - - is it possible to equate this with the time that Sarah spent in 
Abimelech’s harem?  
5 Ibid, Peterson 
6 The Philistines use ’elohim in polytheistic fashion as a plural: “These are the gods that smote the Egyptians with all the 
plagues in the wilderness” (1 Sam.4:8). A probable explanation is the form of the two cherubs on the top of the ark, 
perceived by the Philistines as ‘gods.’  Interestingly, the account has points of contact with the cherubim apostasy, 
when there was also noise in the camp at the appearance of the cherubim (1 Sam.4:6cf.Ex.32:17). For the 
Deuteronomist the use of the cultic object as a talisman parallels the inappropriate worship of the cherubim in the 
wilderness.  
7 Alter observes that the Hebrew verb meshalim, (1 Sam.6:3) used for sending back the ark is repeatedly used for 
Pharaoh’s sending Israel out of Egypt and thus sustains the network of allusions to the Exodus story. In Exodus the 
Israelites, too, were told that they would not leave Egypt “empty handed” but would take with them golden 



 
Significantly, the Deuteronomist has the prophet Samuel praying for the Israelites – in contrast 
with the prophet Abraham 8 praying for the Philistines in the Genesis account (B). The second 
important theme in (B) highlighted by Peterson is what he terms the “dialectic of sin”; “No one 
could be singled out as guilty, and yet it is quite clear that Elohim had been seriously affronted.” 9 However, is 
this analysis correct?  Surely Abimelech (like the Philistines in Samuel) was aware of the plagues 
that Elohim brought against Pharaoh for possessing Sarah?  Surely Abraham is also partly 
culpable (willing to sacrifice his wife) and did not need to manipulate the situation (as the 
Israelites did when they used the ark) for his own protection?   It was not necessary for Abraham 
(or the Israelites) to force God’s hand as he would have delivered them, if only their faith had 
been sufficient. In contrast the Philistines demonstrated more integrity and courage (in Genesis 
and Samuel) than the Israelites. John Ronning remarks;  “The interpretation of these accounts as 
showing that Abraham and Isaac were really like the first Adam, though spoken of as the new 
Adam, is corroborated by W. Berg, who calls (A) “The Fall of Abraham,” pointing back to 
Genesis 3. Among other clues is the recurrent question, “What is this you have done?” in 3:13 
(God to Eve), 12:18 (Pharaoh to Abraham), and 26: 10 (Abimelech to Isaac). Berg’s essay on (A) 
followed an earlier analysis of Genesis 16 with similar conclusions. In both cases, Abraham’s 
lapse is a violation of the Edenic ordinance of marriage. Such an analogy with the fall of Adam in 
Genesis 3 would make the lapse in (B) even more significant, since in that case Abraham and 
Sarah had been restored to “Eden” (Isa. 51:3), yet fell again.”10     
 
That this analysis is correct can be demonstrated by the use of ‘Edenic language’ in the 
Patriarchal accounts: “Ye shall not eat of it, neither shall ye touch (naga`)  it, lest ye die” 
(Gen.3:3) the same word is used in 12:17, “The Lord plagued (naga`) Pharaoh because of 
Sarah”, and in the divine warning to Abimilech (20:6), “I also withheld  thee from sinning  
against me: therefore suffered  I thee not to touch (naga`)  her”, and is mirrored by Abimelech’s 
warning to his people (26:11),  “He that toucheth (naga`) this man  or his wife  shall surely be 
put to death (this echo’s the Edenic language of 3:3 )”, and finally the appeal to Isaac in 26:29; 
“That thou wilt do  us no hurt, as we have not touched (naga`)  thee.” 11 
 
Abimilech’s accusatory question to Abraham confirms that we are dealing with a lack of 
covenant faithfulness on Abrahams part; “What sawest (ha'r' – ra’ah) thou, that thou hast done 
this thing?”  The r-h (hr) combination is integral to the Abraham narrative – always in a positive 
sense (including renaming Abraham and Sarah) the sacrifice on Moriah [m-r-h] and Yahweh-
Yireh [y-r-h]: “Then on the third  day  Abraham  lifted up  his eyes, and saw (ra’ah)  the place  

 
ornaments despoiled from the Egyptians. There will be atonement for you is rendered in the Masoretic Text as “it 
will become known to you” (wenod‘a lakhem), but the reading of the Qumran Samuel scroll and the Septuagint, 
wenikaper lakhem, “and it will be atoned for you” makes far better sense. R. Alter, The David Story, A Translation with 
Commentary of 1 and 2 Samuel (W.W. Norton & Company, New York London, 1999), 30 
8 The prophet Abraham obviously anticipates the monarchial period with the parallel development of 
the prophets, of whom Samuel was the first.  It may well be an editorial gloss, but against this is the 
reference in Psalm 105: “When they went from one nation to another, from one kingdom to another 
people; He suffered no man to do them wrong: yea, he reproved kings for their sakes; Saying, Touch not 
mine anointed, and do my prophets no harm.” (Ps.105:13-15) The LXX has the singular: “my Christ” 
(anointed); but most versions give the plural: “my anointed ones”.  If the word prophet is a gloss, one 
could reasonably expect reference to “my anointed” in the Genesis account. It is perhaps best to understand 
Abraham’s life as prophetic and the promised seed, foreshadowed by Sarah’s child, then Rebekah etc as the 
“anointed.”  
9 Ibid, Peterson 
10 Ibid, Ronning, 22 
11 The same word is also used in 1 Sam.6:9; “And see, if it goeth up by the way of his own coast to Bethshemesh, 
then he hath done us this great evil: but if not, then we shall know that it is not his hand that smote (naga`) us: it was 
a chance that happened to us.”  



afar off” (Gen.22:4). Now, however, it is used in a negative, accusatory sense; “What sawest 
(ra’ah) thou?”  The Deuteronomists answer is that they had “looked (ra’ah) into the ark of the 
Lord” (1 Sam.6:19).  Ronning relates this to the wider thematic of Messianic expectation and 
disappointment in Genesis. The “new Adam” whether it is Noah, Abraham, Isaac or Jacob 
constantly fails to achieve the Messianic ideal, he observes that; 
 
“It is also noteworthy that the “Fall of David” (perhaps another “new Adam,” for the promise 
of fruitfulness and dominion given to Abraham are also found in 2 Samuel 7) is ironically 
reminiscent of B (as P. Miscall has noted), since king David did to the foreigner Uriah what 
Abraham was afraid the foreign king Abimelech would do to him (2 Samuel 11). The irony is not 
only in the role reversal, but that Abraham’s fears were unfounded. Abimelech the pagan 
protested his innocence and rebuked Abraham for exposing him to God’s wrath by his 
subterfuge; Abraham responded that he did it because he was sure there was no fear of God in 
that (pagan) place (20:9-11). What does that say when such a thing actually did happen in Israel, 
under its greatest king, the one after God’s own heart, the one who did more to fulfill the 
Adamic commission than Abraham or Isaac?” 
 
This is perhaps particularly relevant as 1 Sam 21:10-15 describes how David feigned madness in 
the court of Achish, an event that is commemorated in the title of Psalm 34: “A Psalm of David, 
when he changed his behaviour before Abimelech; who drove him away, and he departed.” This follows a 
now familiar pattern (a) David in a ‘foreign’ land (b) He fears for his life (c) He uses deception to 
save himself. (d) He is sent away.  This narrative does not have the normal positive resolution 
and restitution – David is sent away in disgust by the king, who states with revulsion that he has 
enough idiots in his realm without adding to the number. This throws a negative light on David’s 
actions, and is used (along with Abraham/Sarah) in the NT as an example to avoid. 12 The irony 
of the situation is not lost on Alter, for while David feigns madness when he is recognized as 
‘king of the land’, Saul, who is ‘king over Israel’ is actually quite mad.13 To summarize so far; 
account (B) parallels the early monarchial and prophetic period – from the exile of the ark in the 
time of the first prophet Saul to its return and proper restoration under David (the ‘anointed’). 
The Messianic ideal is however ruined when David, the recipient of a further outworking of the 
covenant is discovered to have committed the sin that Abimelech did not; namely, acquiring 
another man’s wife and murdering her husband.  
 

 
12 Peter cites Psalm 34:12-16a in 1 Pet.3:10-12. The epistle concerns the Nero persecution; “Beloved, think it not strange 
concerning the fiery trial which is to try you, as though some strange thing happened unto you (4:12)…. Be sober, be vigilant; because 
your adversary the devil, as a roaring lion, walketh about, seeking whom he may devour.”(5:8) The Christians faced the choice 
of either denying Christ (by using deception or guile) or death by wild beasts in the coliseum. It is fitting then, that 
Peter refers to Psalm 34, as it is associated with David’s use of guile when in fear for his life.  An earlier allusion 
also makes attractive use of Psalm 34:8 (= 1 Pet. 2:3): “If so be ye have tasted that the Lord is gracious”; the LXX, used by 
Peter, has “the Lord is chrestos (a pun on christos!)”. And this follows immediately on another exhortation to avoid 
“all guile and hypocrisies” (2:1). Further, when exhorting Christian wives on respecting their husbands, he uses 
the example of Sarah; “Even as Sara obeyed Abraham, calling him lord: whose daughters ye are, as long as ye do well, and are not 
afraid with any amazement” (3:6). Peter was not encouraging mindless submission by Christian wives to their 
husbands. The sub-text is that Abraham had lied about his marital status in order to protect himself, thereby 
endangering Sarah.  Yet, despite this, Sarah called him “lord”, even though she probably argued against his 
deception she still complied with his wishes. Yahweh rescued the couple, and no doubt Sarah’s faithfulness and her 
respect towards her husband played a large role in this. Sarah was “not afraid with any amazement” (but Abraham was) – 
what an excellent example for Christian wives facing persecution! In contrast, Christians had a faithful husband 
(Christ) who was willing to die for his wife. Finally, Peter urges that when the Christian faces life threatening trials, 
he should act in the same manner as Christ: “For even hereunto were ye called: because Christ also suffered for us, leaving us an 
example, that ye should follow his steps: Who did no sin, neither was guile found in his mouth” (2:21-22). It is particularly 
fitting that Peter should give his brethren this exhortation – for Peter was talking from experience as he had used 
deception and denied his Lord in a time of stress. 
13 Ibid, R. Alter, The David Story, 133 



The Third Account (C) 

 
According to Peterson, the theme of the third account is “patriarchal success in a foreign context,” he 
concludes this, “on the basis of the consistent emphasis on Isaac’s existence on foreign soil.” 14 This is 
partially correct as the narrative, if one includes the incidents with the wells,15 stresses the 
relationship that Isaac develops with foreigners (strangers), which of course contributes to his 
success. The unusual twist in this account is the way in which the deception is discovered, 
Peterson comments: “After a long time,” the ruse is whimsically revealed. Abimelech happens to 
look out of a window and to see Isaac fondling his wife. The word play, v. 8, yishaq mesaheq (Issac 
was “playing with/fondling”) suggests the fortuitous character of the revelation.16  

 
The word play on Isaac’s name is a key to understanding the narrative, as the naming of Isaac is 
associated with the fulfilment of the covenant promise to Abraham. Isaac and Rebekah are the 
first couple ‘born into the Abrahamic covenant’, when Abimelech, like a peeping tom, observes a 
display of affection between husband and wife. The Hebrew mesaheq carries sexual connotations 
and can be used in a positive sense – laugh, play, fondle, caress - - and negatively as mocked or 
scorned.  It is used in a negative sense (in connection with the covenant) when Ishmael mocks 
Isaac in Genesis 21:9. 17 It is also used negatively in the ‘golden calf apostasy’, at the reception of 
the Siniatic covenant, when, “They rose up early on the morrow, and offered burnt offerings, and brought  
peace offerings; and the people sat  down to eat  and to drink, and rose up to play”  (Ex.32:6). This is 
particularly relevant as the Siniatic covenant was a marriage covenant, where Yahweh took the 
nation as his bride – yet, instead of taking her vows, the bride is busy committing adultery 
(idolatry) on her wedding day!18   Yahweh had been a faithful husband, “For thy Maker is thine 
husband; the LORD of hosts is his name” (Isa.54:5) but the nation had been a slut from her youth 
onwards; “They committed harlotry in Egypt, they committed harlotry in their youth; their breasts were there 
embraced, their virgin bosom was there pressed.” (Ezek.23:3). 
 
At its very inception the nation had apostatized by worshiping a replica of the cultic image - the 
winged calf cherubim later in its history Israel had abused the cultic object19 by carrying it into 
battle; when the ark was finally restored and brought to Jerusalem we are informed that; “And it 
came to pass, as the ark of the covenant of the LORD came to the city of David, that Michal the daughter of 
Saul looking out at a window saw king David dancing and playing: and she despised him in her heart” 
(1 Chron.15:29). For this act she was excluded from the Abrahamic covenant. This mirrors 

 
14 Ibid, Peterson 
15 Peterson admits that it is difficult to designate where the sister- wife narrative ends; “I am unable to designate a clear 
terminus to the tale which begins in 26:1. The wife-sister motif has been assimilated into a series of incidents concerning Isaac's sojourn in 
Gerar - a series which continues through Gen. 26:16 when Isaac moves to the valley of Gerar.”  However, the narrative 
concerning the wells forms an integral part of the proceeding tale, without which it cannot be properly understood. :  
16 Ibid, Peterson 
17 The question of the legitimacy of Isaac is the sub-text of Genesis 21; Ronning (p.18fn.46) also notes that the same 
question regarding Abrahamic descent features in John 8:41  
18 The nation faced the punishment for an unfaithful wife – compare Exodus 32:20 with Numbers 5:27. 
19 The ark was often carried into battle at the prosecution of ‘Yahweh war’, for example when Jericho was destroyed. 
The formula that was pronounced when the ark was moved witnesses to this; “Rise up, Lord, and let thine enemies 
be scattered; and let them that hate thee flee before thee” (Num.10:35). Tremper Longman III observes, “A second 
example surrounds the defeat of the Israelites at the hand of the Philistines at the end of the reign of Eli (1 Sam.4-
6). The text describes Eli as good-hearted but incompetent. He was particularly incompetent as a father, and his two 
sons, Hophni and Phinehas then realized that their mistake was in forgetting to bring the ark onto the battlefield. 
From their actions as well as the consequences, it appears that this realization came about not because of any deeply 
held faith in God but rather from the misconception that the ark was like a magical box by which God’s presence 
and power could be manipulated.” Tremper Longman III, Show Them No Mercy: 4 Views on God and Canaanite Genocide, 
(C.S. Cowles , Eugene H. Merrill , Daniel L. Gard , Tremper Longman, (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 2003),176  



Abimelechs’ behavior in looking out a window in order to observe the covenant affection 
displayed by God towards his people through the agency of the Messiah.  In other words, this 
literary convention allows the reader (like Abimelech) a view into an intimate relationship 
involving God’s loving-kindness. How the reader reacts determines whether they are included or 
excluded from that Messianic covenant. Our investigation so far has led us to the conclusion that 
Account (A) relates to the Egyptian bondage and account (B) to the early monarchial-prophetic 
period. What then can be said of account (C)?  It obviously has correspondences with a period 
of Israelite history where covenant love for a faithful remnant is openly displayed.  
 

The LORD hath made bare his holy arm in the eyes of all the nations; 
and all the ends of the earth shall see the salvation of our God. 
(Isa.52:10) 

 
This article suggests that (C) is analogous with the reign of Hezekiah, who was contemporary 
with Isaiah,20 and who experienced both a personal and national deliverance from death at the 
time of the Assyrian invasion. They only had to look at Yahweh’s faithfulness towards their 
ancestors: 
 

Look unto Abraham your father, and unto Sarah that bare you: for I 
called him alone, and blessed him, and increased him. For the LORD 
shall comfort Zion: he will comfort all her waste places; and he will 
make her wilderness like Eden, and her desert like the garden of the 
LORD; joy and gladness shall be found therein, thanksgiving, and the 
voice of melody. (Isa. 51:2-3) 

 
As observed by Ronning and others, Eden is a play on Sarah’s words: “After I have become old, 
shall I have pleasure ['ahare beloti hayeta li cedna], my lord being old also?” (Gen 18: 12)? 21 The 
Assyrians, similar to Saul’s daughter Michal, had looked out the window and despised and laughed at 
the reciprocal covenant affection between Yahweh and his people, but now: 
 
 

“This is the word that the LORD hath spoken concerning him; the 
virgin the daughter of Zion hath despised thee, and laughed thee to 
scorn; the daughter of Jerusalem hath shaken her head at thee.” (2 Kgs 
19:21) 

 
 

 
20 This article presupposes the unity and pre-exilic nature of the Isaiah prophecies and that Hezekiah is the Suffering 
Servant – as such he represents the faithful remnant and typifies the Messiah. 
21 Ibid, J. Ronning [ Page 2-3 footnote 7]; Most interpreters view v. 12 as indicating that sexual intimacy was out of 
the question, understanding cedna (a hapax) as sexual pleasure. In my opinion, this needs to be reexamined. For one 
thing, it seems to make the connection between Sarah's words and the Lord's repetition of them a bit remote (v. 13 
quotes her as scoffing, "shall I give birth?"). A. Millard ("The Etymology of Eden," VT 24 [1984] 103-6), arguing for 
the possibility of a West Semitic origin for ceden, from a root with "the common idea of 'pleasure, luxury' " (p. 104) as 
opposed to an Akkadian derivation with the idea of "steppe, plain," which he finds problematic, cites a mid-ninth-
century BC bilingual inscription where the Aramaic uses a verbal form of cdn, which corresponds to the Akkadian 
mutahhidu, "to enrich, make abundant." This idea of abundance would give a closer parallel to giving birth than 
would sexual pleasure, since offspring are associated with "fruitfulness" (Gen 1:28, etc.). M. Jastrow cites a later 
Hebrew verbal usage of the root with the idea of rejuvenation, which would thus provide an opposite to blh, and 
would have interesting implications for the thesis of this paper (A Dictionary of the Targumim, the Talmud Babli and 
Yerushalmi, and the Midrashic Literature, [2 vols.; Brooklyn: Shalom, 1967] 2.1045). Such a usage, however, might seem 
just as remote from "give birth" as is the concept of sexual pleasure. The NIV ("will I now have this pleasure?") 
seems to refer the pleasure to the giving birth just promised, i.e., the joys of motherhood. 



Genesis 26 Isaiah 53 

v.8) When he (Isaac) had been there a long 
time ['arak]   

v.10) He (Hezekiah) shall see his seed, he shall 
prolong his days (v.10) 
 

v.7) Because she (Rebekah) was fair to look 
upon [mar'eh]   

v.2) There is no beauty [mar'eh]  that we should 
desire  him (v.2) 
 

v.9) Lest I die [muwth] for her  
 

For thou shalt die, [muwth] and not live (Isa.38:1) 

v.10) Thou shouldest have brought 
guiltiness ['asham] upon us  

v.10) Thou shalt make his soul an offering for sin 
['asham] (v.10) 
 

v.11) He that toucheth [naga`] this man  
 

v.4) We did esteem him stricken, [naga`] smitten  
of God  
 

 
“In those days was Hezekiah sick unto death. And Isaiah the prophet 
the son of Amoz came unto him, and said unto him, Thus saith the 
LORD, Set thine house in order: for thou shalt die, and not live.”  
(Isa.38:1) 

 
The emphasis in the above passage is the certainty of death (muwth), this was also Isaac’s fear (at 
the hands of Abimelech); “Lest I die for her” (Gen.26:9), but the prophet Isaiah exhorts: 
 

“I, even I, am he that comforteth you: who art thou, that thou 
shouldest be afraid of a man that shall die, and of the son of man which 
shall be made as grass”. (Isa.51:12) 

 
Isaac had been comforted over Sarah’s death when he took Rebekah into his mother’s tent. 
(Gen. 24:67). In other words, the matriarchal position was filled by his new bride Rebekah and 
this was a comfort to him. Now, however, after reminding them of his covenant promise to 
Abraham and Sarah, Yahweh promises that they will also be comforted (like Isaac was) in the time 
of their loss, for he will cause a remnant to return. 
 

“Look unto Abraham your father, and unto Sarah that bare you: for I 
called him alone, and blessed him, and increased him. (v.2)…Therefore 
the redeemed of the LORD shall return, and come with singing unto 
Zion; and everlasting joy shall be upon their head: they shall obtain 
gladness and joy; and sorrow and mourning shall flee away.” (Isa. 51:11) 

 
The Assyrians found their army destroyed overnight and released all the captives who were en-
route for deportation. Sennacherib destroyed 42 cities and took some 200,000 captives (Taylor 
prism), but Jerusalem never fell. These captives returned with great joy; and like the bride 
Rebekah, they were ready to step into the void left by the death of so many and were a comfort 
to Hezekiah. The reformation initiated by Hezekiah in 2 Chron.30 urged the people to “return to 
the God of Abraham and Isaac” (v.6).…but they “laughed him to scorn, and mocked” (v.10 cf. Ishmael 
mocking Isaac)…..the people who responded were healed from ritual impurity by Hezekiah’s 
prayer (v.20) and rejoiced, even the strangers (v.25) and Hezekiah prospered (31:21) and was 
exalted (32:23) – all these phrases find resonance with the sister-wife motif. 
 
 



The significance of the near death of Hezekiah (which parallels the destruction of the nation) is 
that Hezekiah had no heir to the throne.  This was a virtual disannulment of the Abrahamic 
and Davidic covenants. It was only through an open display of covenant love by Yahweh that 
the promises were upheld. Isaac had dwelt ‘a long time’ or many days in the land - - similarly, the 
suffering servant would ‘lengthen (prolong) his days.’  The blessing of old age was specifically 
promised as a reward for obedience to the law; “Thou shalt keep therefore his statutes, and his 
commandments, which I command thee this day, that it may go well with thee, and with thy children after thee, 
and that thou mayest prolong thy days upon the earth” (Deut.4:40). Hezekiah was granted an 
extension of 15 years to his life. In contrast with the beautiful Rebekah (easy on the eye), the 
servant was repulsive (no beauty = no look upon [lit.]) due to his illness - - note that mar’eh 
comes from the primitive root ra’ah (see); thematically connected to the Abrahamic covenants. 
Isaac was afraid to die for the sake of his wife; but although Hezekiah wept and prayed for 
mercy, they were not tears of self-pity but of despair for the fate of his people, who would be left 
without a king and without an heir to the throne in their time of greatest need. Unlike Isaac, who 
feared harm for the sake of his wife, Hezekiah was “wounded for our transgressions” and “bruised for 
our iniquities”. Abimelech accuses Isaac of bringing “guiltiness” upon his people; in contrast the 
servant offers his soul (life) for a sin or “guilt offering”. Interestingly, Janowski argues that 
Isa.53:10 “is the central statement of the fourth servant song”.22 Janowski defines ~v'a' ('asham), 
from contexts such as Gen 26:10 and 1 Sam 6:3-4 and says that it was after the composition of 
Isa 53 that the term ~v'a' ('asham) made its way into Lev 4-5; 7. Although one does not necessarily 
agree with his conclusion regarding Leviticus, Janowski inadvertently connects accounts (C) and 
(B) with Isaiah 53.  
 

 

The Chronology of the narratives (A), (B) and (C) 

 
The difficult chronology has been noted by many scholars and critics alike. For example; why 
would Abimelech take Sarah into his harem at 89 years old? Surely she was an old crone?  How 
is it possible that the same incident occurs with the same Abimelch and Phichol (76 years later). 
To suggest that this is a different Abimelech and Phichol and that both Abimelech and Phichol 
are ‘hereditary’ titles is disingenuous.  
 
Ronning, comments that Abimelech and Phichol were granted longevity because of their attitude 
to Abraham; as God had promised to bless those who blessed Abraham. The age of Sarah (and 
Abraham) is not a problem as they were rejuvenated (cf. Rom 4:17-19 ‘resurrected’) in order to 
conceive the child of promise. This parallels the extension of life and rejuvenation/resurrection 
of the suffering servant. The theme of ‘laughing’ is integral to the narrative. Both Abraham and 
Sarah are ‘set up’ to laugh with incredulity at promise of a child (Isaac’s name means laughter) - - 
however, the readers are also ‘set up’ to laugh with incredulity, once they realize the age of Sarah 
in Abimelech’s harem. This complements our earlier findings as the reader either participates in 
God’s miraculous promise (Isaac laughing and playing with Rebekah) or laughs with scorn at the 
absurdity of someone ‘making a fool of themselves’ (like Michal despising David) for the sake of 
covenant love. Ronning concludes his article as follows: 
 

“In the present case, if our understanding of the laughter in connection 
with the birth of Isaac is correct, we have done more than simply 
uncover coherency amid apparent chaos; we have uncovered an author 

 
22 Janowski, Bernd, and Peter Stuhlmacher, eds., The Suffering Servant: Isaiah 53 in Jewish and Christian Sources, (Grand 
Rapids, Eerdmans, 2004),66 

 



who has played a highly successful joke on readers and scholars down 
through the centuries”.23 

  

Conclusion 
 
None of the great men of faith lived up to the Messianic ideal, whether Abraham, Isaac, David 
or the ‘suffering servant’ Hezekiah (2 Chron 32:25-26). The conclusion of this article is that the 
accounts function as a paradigm for Israel’s pre-exilic covenant history:  
 
(A) The Egyptian bondage and Exodus 
(B) The early monarchial-prophetic period 
(C) The Hezekiah reformation and deliverance 
  
The allusion to the patriarchal narratives by Isaiah establishes that they are also pre-exilic and 
considerably earlier than the Isaiah prophecy. This negates the hypothesis suggested by some 
scholars, that the patriarchal narratives are a post-exilic justification of the nation’s claim to the 
land from which they had been exiled during the Babylonian captivity. The patriarchal 
chronology in the three narratives may correspond with particular periods of Israel’s covenant 
history, but the chronology is certainly also integral to our understanding of the narratives 
themselves.  The narratives themselves contain a historic core based on the nomadic wanderings 
of Abraham (Isaac) and the covenant delivered to them. One can only speculate that these 
traditio-historic stories were passed on orally until they were initially recorded and then later 
incorporated in the larger work (under inspiration), using particular literary devices to reflect the 
theology of the redactor. The importance of these narratives and the art of the literary 
conventions is such, that the themes are re-employed by the wisdom literature. 24 
 
In the ANE the taking of a sister as wife was practiced by the Pharaoh’s for dynastic reasons. E. 
A. Speiser has appealed to literature from the cuneiform world and has suggested that the Nuzi 
texts provide a historical explanation for the ‘wife as sisters’ stories in Genesis in marriage 
custom practiced by the upper Hurrian classes, in which a husband could adopt his wife as his 
sister. Also, the woman given in marriage by her brother would legally become her husband’s 
sister (see Speiser, 15-28). However, D. Freedman and S. Greengus both challenge his 
interpretation of the patriarchal narratives and others find fault with his arbitrary arrangement of 
the Nuzi texts. 25 
 
However, despite A.N.E. customs, other reasons must be found for this unusual practice; if only 
to explain why the narratives have been allowed to remain in the Torah, when the marrying of a 
sister was forbidden under Levitical law. Leviticus 18 (vv.9, 11) forbids sexual congress with 
one’s sister, either one’s natural sister (your father’s daughter) or one’s half sister (your mother’s 
daughter). The law about abstention from intercourse with one’s half sister is repeated in v.11 
(cf. Abraham’s claim that Sarah is his half sister in Gen.20:12) and the legality of the union is 
challenged in Lev.20: 17. 
 
 
This prohibition needs to be placed not only against the patriarchal sister-wife narratives, but 
also against a celebration of the sister-wife union in Song of Songs ; “Thou hast ravished my 

 
23 Ibid, Ronning, 27 
24 Job 33 echoes Genesis 20. On reading Job as a parabolic dramatization of the Hezekiah  period see A. Perry, Job, 
(Willow Publications,2009) 
25 See the article by Victor P. Hamilton in NIDOTTE vol., 1 G/K 295 p.351-354. 



heart, my sister, my bride…..how fair is thy love, my sister, my spouse” (Song 4:10). It is probable that 
‘sister’ is not meant to be understood literally in these poetic passages – but rather as a 
companion from the same tribe or family. Whether Abraham/Isaac were actually related to their 
wives is debatable, perhaps it was merely part of the elaborate deception; nevertheless, the sister-
wife relationship is the one that is chosen to represent the Abrahamic covenants; a relationship that 
the Siniatic covenant did not recognize.  The law could only condemn such a relationship, but ironically 
it was only within the confines of such an unusual union that the Abrahamic covenant could 
flourish.  A husband, who was related to his wife by the same father; pointing to a fulfilment of the 
Abrahamic covenant by a Messiah who was related both to God and to his bride – a bride for 
whom, unlike Abraham and Isaac, he was willing to die. 
 


