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PIMPS OR PROTECTORS?  
A REEXAMINATION OF THE WIFE-SISTER DECEPTIONS 

MATTHEW NEWKIRK* 

Abstract: The purpose of this article is to reevaluate the portrayal of deception in the wife-
sister episodes of Genesis (12:10–20; 20:1–18; 26:1–17). After exploring the motives and 
results of these deceptions and the literary portrayal of the deceivers in each passage, the article 
argues that rather than attempting to trade their wives for personal safety or gain, the patri-
archs were deceiving in order to protect both themselves and their wives. By claiming to be their 
wives’ full maternal brothers, the patriarchs presented themselves as their prime protectors, the 
ones with whom potential suitors must negotiate in order to pursue marriage. What the patri-
archs did not anticipate was the king bypassing negotiations and simply taking their wife for 
himself, which necessitated God intervening to protect the endangered woman. Interpreted this 
way, the patriarchs’ deceptions should not be viewed negatively as selfish attempts to save them-
selves at the expense of their wives’ safety. 
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In recent years the phenomenon of deception in the Bible has increasingly 

piqued the interest of both biblical scholars and theologians. Simply defined, to 
“deceive” means intentionally to cause someone to believe something one knows 
to be false.1 Deception may therefore be committed by means of lying (stating an 
explicit falsehood that another person believes), or it may be achieved by less overt 
means, such as ambiguous language or physical motions, neither of which are true 
or false in themselves but may nevertheless cause someone to believe something 
false. Although some have argued that the Bible proscribes all forms of deception 
by means of lying,2 recent research has suggested that such a view is unsustainable 
in light of the positive portrayals of certain lies and deceptions in biblical narra-
tives.3 For this reason, close analyses of narratives involving deceptive activity are 
critical for a properly nuanced theology of deception. 
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After the primordial account of the serpent deceiving the first man and wom-
an in the garden, the next three deceptions in the Bible are found in the so-called 
“wife-sister episodes” of Genesis (12:10–20; 20:1–18; 26:1–17). In each of these 
accounts, a patriarch travels to a foreign land, and out of fear of being killed on 
account of his wife claims that she is his sister, implying that she is not his wife. In 
the first two episodes the wife is taken into the local king’s harem, and in the third 
account the king chastises the patriarch for the possibility that she might have been 
taken. Historically, most interpreters have viewed these deceptions negatively, with 
David Lamb going so far as to label Abraham “the pimping patriarch.”4 The pur-
pose of this essay is to analyze the depiction of deception in each of these passages 
and reevaluate this view. Although explicit narratorial evaluation is lacking in each 
case, by attending carefully to narratological data we may gain insight concerning 
the implied author’s perspective on the events he portrays. 

In the analysis that follows, for each passage I identify (1) the motive for the 
deception, (2) the results of the deception, and (3) the characterization of the de-
ceiver. After this I seek to synthesize these findings, argue that the author is not 
depicting these deceptions negatively, and provide an alternate interpretation of 
these events. As has been common practice among scholars who have examined 
these accounts, I refer to them as episodes A, B, and C according to the order of 
their appearance in Genesis. 

I. MOTIVE 

In all three episodes the motive for the deception is to preserve life. In epi-
sode A, Abraham5 expresses concern that the Egyptians will kill him on account of 
Sarah’s beauty, so he says to her, “Say you are my sister, that it may go well with me 
 for your (וחיתה נפשׁי) because of you, and that my life may be spared (למען ייטב־לי)
sake” (12:13). Although the parallelism here seems to suggest that ייטב־לי is in syn-
onymous relationship with וחיתה נפשׁי, some have argued that v. 16 precludes this 
understanding.6 In v. 16, this same language of “things going well” with Abraham 
 describes his acquisition of sheep, oxen, donkeys, servants, and (ולאברם היטיב)
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camels, which are widely understood to be gifts received from Pharaoh.7 Since v. 
16 uses יטב this way, so the argument goes, v. 13 must be describing Abraham as 
intending to deceive in order to exchange Sarah for material goods or even to estab-
lish a treaty relationship with Pharaoh.8 On this reading, Abraham deceives in order 
that Sarah would be taken, and thus his motive is not simply self-preservation but 
self-advantage at the expense of his wife, revealing what Daniel Gordis calls “the 
darker side of Abram’s character.”9 

However, this view does not account for the different verbal stems of יטב 
that vv. 13 and 16 employ. In v. 13, when planning his deception, Abraham uses 
the Qal stem, which in construction with ל typically refers impersonally to one’s 
circumstances going well.10 For example, in Genesis 40:14, after Joseph interprets 
the cupbearer’s dream and tells him that he will soon be released from prison, he 
asks the cupbearer to put in a good word for him with Pharaoh “when it is well 
with you” (כאשׁר ייטב לך); that is, when his circumstances are good. This suggests 
that Abraham’s use of this Qal construction in 12:13 does not depict him as intend-
ing to exchange Sarah for material goods from any person in particular. Rather, 
Abraham’s motive for deceiving is self-preservation⎯the maintenance of generally 
good circumstances for himself⎯and therefore ייטב־לי fits well as a synonymous 
parallel to וחיתה נפשׁי. 

In contrast to this Qal use, 12:16 uses the Hiphil stem of יטב, which typically 
refers to a particular person “doing good” to someone else.11 For example, in Exo-
dus 1:20, after the midwives deceive Pharaoh, the text says that “God dealt well 
with the midwives” (וייטב אלהים למילדת), which included giving them families (cf. 
v. 21). This suggests that the narrator’s use of the Hiphil stem in Genesis 12:16 is 
portraying Pharaoh in particular as “doing good” to Abraham on account of Sa-
rah⎯that is, giving him gifts because of her. However, although this Hiphil use 
may describe some type of treaty exchange at this point in the narrative, it does not 
follow that such a situation was Abraham’s motive for deceiving at the outset. Ra-
ther, as revealed in his direct discourse, Abraham’s motive is to preserve his life 
from a perceived threat from the Egyptians. 

Supporting this reading of A is Abraham’s stated motive for deceiving in epi-
sode B. When Abimelech confronts him for his deception, Abraham says, “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’” (20:11). That Abraham uses this same deception for self-
preservation in B supports the view that self-preservation⎯and not self-
advantage⎯is his motive in A as well. Furthermore, one specific datum in episode 
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B suggests that Abraham never intended this deception to result in Sarah being 
taken. In 20:13 Abraham says, “When God caused me to wander from my father’s 
house, I said to her, ‘This is the kindness you must do me: at every place to which we 
come, say of me, “He is my brother.”’” This statement reveals that (1) Abraham has 
been committing this deception ever since leaving Terah’s house in 12:4, which 
therefore includes the deception in episode A, and (2) from the beginning Abraham 
has envisioned deceiving this way in perpetuity. Since this ruse could not be commit-
ted in perpetuity if Sarah were taken, it follows that Abraham’s goal in posing as 
Sarah’s brother was not to trade her away for personal safety or gain. Consequently, 
although Abraham’s motive for deceiving is self-preservation, this statement in 
20:13 reveals that he did not intend for this self-preservation to occur at the ex-
pense of his wife being taken. The fact that he is twice wrong about this outcome 
does not impinge upon his motive as revealed in his direct discourse. 

In episode C, Isaac’s motive for deceiving is the same as Abraham’s: to pre-
serve his own life. According to 26:7, “When the men of the place asked him about 
his wife, he said, ‘She is my sister,’ for he feared to say, ‘My wife,’ thinking, ‘lest the 
men of the place should kill me because of Rebekah,’ because she was attractive in 
appearance.” A significant development for our understanding of motive in this 
passage is that, whereas episodes A and B communicate motive only through 
Abraham’s direct discourse, in episode C it is the narrator who conveys that self-
preservation is Isaac’s motive. Since one of the main functions of Genesis 26 is to 
present Isaac as the true successor of the divine promises to Abraham by portray-
ing him like Abraham,12 it follows that the narrator’s authoritative description of 
Isaac’s motive for deceiving reinforces the reliability of Abraham’s direct discourse 
concerning his motive for deceiving.  

Moreover, just as episode B provides evidence that Abraham did not intend 
for Sarah to be taken, one aspect of episode C hints that the same is true for Isaac 
with respect to Rebekah. In 26:8 Abimelech looks out his window and sees Isaac 
“Isaacing” (מצחק) Rebekah, which has been variously translated as “laughing with” 
(ESV), “caressing” (NIV, NASB), and “fondling” (NRSV). This description por-
trays an interaction intimate enough that the king is able to discern rightly that Re-
bekah is Isaac’s wife (v. 9). What is relevant for our consideration is that Isaac and 
Rebekah are characterized here as an intimate couple, which does not comport well 
with the view that he is ready to trade her away at any given moment for personal 
safety. Although their intimacy in this scene does not prove this point, this portray-
al coheres better with the evidence adduced from episode B that Abraham did not 
intend for Sarah to be taken as a result of his deception. 

To summarize: in all three episodes the patriarch’s motive for deceiving is 
self-preservation in the face of a perceived threat of death, and episode B provides 
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evidence that Abraham does not anticipate Sarah being taken as a result of this 
deception. 

II. RESULTS 

In episodes A and B three primary results follow from the deceptions: (1) the 
king takes Sarah into his harem, (2) the king experiences a form of divine judgment 
for taking Sarah, and (3) Abraham receives wealth from the king. Concerning the 
first result, although many surmise that Sarah was likely compromised sexually in 
episode A,13 the text does not state this one way or another. As others have rightly 
noted, for a woman to be “taken” (לקח) in such a marriage setting does not neces-
sarily indicate immediate sexual union.14 This is illustrated among other places in 
episode B, where Abimelech also “takes” (לקח) Sarah but never consummates the 
marriage (20:2, 6). Therefore, although Sarah’s sojourns in these episodes are cer-
tainly fraught with risk, there is no evidence that she is ever harmed or violated, and 
as we saw above when discussing motive, it was not a result that Abraham intended 
to bring about. 

Concerning the second result (divine judgment on the king), in episode A 
YHWH brings “plagues” against Pharaoh and his house (12:17a), and in episode B 
he closes all the wombs in Abimelech’s house (20:18a). In both cases the narrator 
states that this is “because of Sarah, Abraham’s wife” (12:17b; 20:18b). Although 
Kenneth Mathews argues that “others suffered because of the deception, bringing 
guilt on themselves unknowingly (12:17–18; 20:9; 26:10),”15 it is important to ob-
serve that in each case this negative consequence for the foreign king is a miracu-
lous, divine judgment, not a natural consequence of the deception itself. The divine 
origin of these judgments indicates that these negative results should not be viewed 
as wrong or unjust in any way. In other words, we cannot conclude that God is 
punishing the king for Abraham’s deception, since that would imply injustice on 
God’s part; something else must be going on.16 

Concerning the third result (Abraham receiving wealth from the king), in epi-
sode A Abraham receives wealth from Pharaoh while Sarah is still in Pharaoh’s 
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king rather than Abraham. Such a view is difficult to adopt, since God would be portrayed as punishing 
the innocent and exonerating the guilty. 
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custody (12:16). Although many view Abraham’s reception of this wealth as 
wrong,17 the text nowhere condemns this. On the contrary, because this episode 
clearly prefigures Israel’s subsequent exodus from Egypt,18 where God commands 
Israel to plunder Egypt’s wealth (Exod 3:22), it would seem that Abraham’s acquisi-
tion of Egyptian wealth in this context should be viewed positively.  

In episode B, Abraham again receives wealth from the king (20:14−16), a 
transaction that resembles the first wealth transfer in episode A. Both include 
“sheep” (צאן), “oxen” (בקר), “male servants” (עבדים), and “female servants” 
 (אתנת ;חמרים) ”with A additionally including “male and female donkeys ,(שׁפחת)
and “camels” (12:16 ;גמלים), and B including “one thousand pieces of silver” ( אלף
 The only other place in the Pentateuch where such a litany of wealth is .(20:16 ;כסף
mentioned is Genesis 24:35, where Abraham’s servant says, “YHWH has greatly 
blessed my master, and he has become great. He has given him sheep (צאן) and 
oxen (בקר), silver (כסף) and gold, male servants (עבדים) and female servants 
 This subsequent description of ”.(חמרים) and donkeys (גמלים) camels ,(שׁפחת)
Abraham’s wealth alludes to these two gifts from the foreign kings in episodes A 
and B, yet it identifies these gifts as YHWH’s blessing upon Abraham.19 Taken to-
gether, these broader data suggest that this third result⎯Abraham’s acquisition of 
wealth⎯is depicted positively in the book of Genesis overall. 

In episode C, none of these three results follow from Isaac’s deception. Re-
bekah is never taken into the king’s harem, the king does not experience any form 
of divine judgment, and Isaac does not receive any gifts from the king. The only 
immediate result of Isaac’s deception is Abimelech’s protective decree for him and 
Rebekah (26:11). Significantly, this decree is followed by the notice that “Isaac 
sowed in that land and reaped in that year a hundredfold, for YHWH blessed him. 
The man became great (גדל), and became more and more great (גדל) until he became 
very great (גדל). He had possessions of sheep and oxen and many servants, so that 
the Philistines envied him” (26:12−14). This description recalls Abraham’s acquisi-
tion of “sheep” and “oxen” in episodes A and B as well as his servant’s description 
in 24:35 of YHWH “blessing” him so that he “became great” (גדל) Indeed, 24:35 
and 26:13 are the only two passages in the Pentateuch where a person is said to 
“become great” (גדל) in terms of wealth⎯with 26:13 belaboring this point by em-
ploying גדל three times to describe Isaac’s success⎯and both passages explicitly 
attribute this material success to YHWH’s “blessing” (24:35; 26:12). All of this sug-
gests a direct literary connection between Abraham’s acquisition of wealth in A and 
B and Isaac’s in C. Although Isaac does not receive wealth directly from Abimelech, 
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upon the patriarch (“‘The Ancestress of Israel in Danger’ in Danger,” Semeia 3 [1975]: 90). 



 PIMPS OR PROTECTORS? 51 

the latter’s protective decree serves a parallel function in C to the royal gifts in A 
and B; it is YHWH’s means of blessing the patriarch in the wake of his deception. 

To summarize: in none of these deceptions do negative results obtain for the 
deceivers aside from Sarah’s temporary sojourns in episodes A and B. However, in 
both of these episodes, rather than bringing judgment upon Abraham for this, 
YHWH judges the king, and the king responds in each case by returning Sarah to 
Abraham. This judgment upon the king rather than Abraham is consistent with the 
conclusion above that Abraham does not envision Sarah being taken on account 
his deceptions. On the contrary, rather than being judged, in all three episodes the 
patriarch receives YHWH’s blessing in the form of material goods. 

III. CHARACTERIZATION 

Concerning episode A, most view the author’s characterization of Abraham 
to be negative.20 Three arguments are typically adduced to support this view. First, 
some say that for Abraham to depart Canaan without divine guidance shows a lack 
of faith in God, which contributes to a negative appraisal of his actions.21 However, 
although Abraham receives no divine command to leave the promised land, to 
conclude that this invalidates his travel is an argument from silence. Moreover, by 
the end of Genesis, Abraham’s descendants will be back down in Egypt precisely 
because God instructs Jacob to go there (46:3–4) due to famine (47:4). This subse-
quent validation of Israel’s descent to Egypt because of famine, which Abraham’s 
sojourn prefigures, suggests that there is no reason to assume disapproval of Abra-
ham’s travel in episode A.22 

Second, some argue that Pharaoh’s rebuke⎯“What is this you have done to 
me?” (12:18)⎯is idiomatic for accusing a person of wrongdoing and therefore re-
flects Abraham’s guilt.23 However, that a character uses this phrase does not neces-
sarily indicate that the one accused is guilty from the standpoint of the author. For 
example, in Genesis 42, after concealing his identity Joseph sends his brothers back 
to Canaan with grain and the money they brought to buy the grain. Upon discover-
ing this money in their sacks, the brothers exclaim, “What is this that God has done 
to us?” (v. 28). Although this exclamation certainly conveys that God has brought 
undeserved wrong upon the brothers from their perspective within the narrative, this is 
clearly not the case from the author’s perspective. Similarly, the fact that Pharaoh 
accuses Abraham of wrongdoing in this manner does not mean that the author 
believes that Abraham has done wrong. The fact that Pharaoh is divinely judged 

                                                 
20 E.g., Gordis, “Lies, Wives and Sisters,” 354; Reis, “Take My Wife, Please,” 310; Williams, Decep-

tion in Genesis, 16; John D. Currid, A Study Commentary on Genesis: Volume 1: Genesis 1:1⎯25:18 (Webster, 
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21 E.g., Waltke, Genesis, 213.  
22 See also Derek Kidner, Genesis: An Introduction and Commentary, TOTC (Downers Grove, IL: In-

terVarsity, 1967), 115–16; Mathews, Genesis 11:27⎯50:26, 127. 
23 E.g., Susan Niditch, Underdogs and Tricksters: A Prelude to Biblical Folklore (San Francisco: Harper & 

Row, 1987), 39. 
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rather than Abraham would seem to point in the opposite direction: that Pharaoh is 
the one who has done wrong to Abraham. 

Third, some argue that by giving Pharaoh the last word of the account and 
providing no response from Abraham, the author is portraying the latter as 
wrong.24 However, while giving a character the last word is a recognized means by 
which biblical authors may indicate their viewpoint, this technique is most directly 
applicable in situations in which this last word is also the final element of the narra-
tive. For example, the account of the rape of Dinah ends with Jacob rebuking Sim-
eon and Levi for deceptively killing the Shechemites, but then Simeon and Levi 
retorting to their father, “Should he treat our sister like a prostitute?” (Gen 34:31). 
This unanswered question closes the account, which, as Meir Sternberg notes, 
“leave[s] no doubt where [the narrator’s] sympathy lies.”25 Although episode A also 
contains unanswered questions by Pharaoh, the account does not end with these 
but with Pharaoh commanding Abraham to depart and the narrator noting that 
Abraham left Egypt “with his wife and all that he had” (12:20). Since Abraham 
offers a lengthy response to Abimelech’s similar interrogation in episode B—the 
content of which corresponds to his stated motive for deceiving in episode A—we 
may not conclude that Abraham is silent at the end of A because he has no re-
sponse to give.26 

Rather, since this episode prefigures Israel’s exodus, narratologically Abra-
ham’s lack of response highlights the plagues as the primary reason that Pharaoh lets 
him go, rather than any justifying rationale Abraham may have offered. This ties 
Abraham’s departure all the more closely to that of Israel, who is also released from 
Egypt due to the power of divine plagues. Furthermore, not only does the narrator 
conclude the story in 12:20 by noting that Abraham left Egypt “with his wife and all 
that he had”⎯that is, all that he had been given by Pharaoh⎯the narrator immedi-
ately repeats this information in 13:1, saying, “So Abram went up from Egypt, he 
and his wife and all that he had.” This repetition emphasizes that Abraham departs 
Egypt with Pharaoh’s wealth and thereby ends the account by reinforcing this con-
nection between Abraham and Israel once again; both plunder the Egyptians as 
they are delivered by divine plagues. From an Israelite perspective, this emphasis on 
Abraham as a plunderer of Egypt seems to characterize him positively, which co-
heres with his positive portrayal in the immediately preceding and succeeding con-
texts, both of which describe him as “calling on the name of YHWH” (12:8; 13:4). 

Concerning episode B, most view the author’s characterization of Abraham 
to be negative here as well, which is again generally supported by three main argu-
ments. First, some suggest that because God has recently stated that within the year 
Sarah will give birth to Abraham’s promised offspring (Gen 17:15–19; 18:10), 

                                                 
24 Gerhard von Rad, Genesis, OTL (Philadelphia: Westminster, 1972), 169; David L. Petersen, “A 

Thrice-Told Tale: Genre, Theme, and Motif,” BR 18 (1973): 37–38; Van Seters, Abraham in History, 174; 
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25 Meir Sternberg, The Poetics of Biblical Narrative: Ideological Literature and the Drama of Reading (Bloom-
ington: Indiana University Press, 1985), 475. 

26 Contra, e.g., Petersen, “A Thrice-Told Tale,” 37–38. 
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Abraham shows a lack of faith in God by prevaricating.27 However, the fact that 
Abraham acts deceptively in the face of perceived danger does not necessarily indi-
cate a lack of faith. Such a view assumes that the only way Abraham could respond 
faithfully to God’s word in the midst of a dangerous situation was to rely on mirac-
ulous providence over against ordinary providence. Yet in a parallel situation, in 1 
Samuel 16, YHWH instructs Samuel to travel to Bethlehem because he has chosen 
one of Jesse’s sons to be king (v. 1). When Samuel objects that Saul will kill him if 
he takes such a journey, YHWH responds not with assurances of supernatural pro-
tection but with instructions for Samuel to deceive concerning the purpose of his 
trip (v. 2). This indicates that deceptive behavior is not outside the bounds of 
God’s ordinary providence for ensuring the fulfillment of his intentions, and there-
fore Abraham’s deception need not be viewed as antithetical to trusting in God’s 
promises.28 

Second, some suggest that episode B paints an exculpatory picture of 
Abimelech as a righteous and God-fearing king, which highlights the impropriety 
of Abraham deceiving him.29 However, despite common perception, it is not at all 
clear that Abimelech is characterized as a paragon of morality in this episode. Alt-
hough God affirms Abimelech’s defense that he has taken Sarah with integrity of 
heart, it quickly becomes clear that Abimelech’s lack of sexual violation is due only 
to God’s restraining mercy and not to any righteousness on Abimelech’s part. God 
appears to Abimelech in a dream and threatens him with death (Gen 20:3). In the 
circumstantial clause that follows, the narrator explains that Abimelech has not 
approached Sarah (v. 4a), and after Abimelech offers his defense (vv. 4b−5) and 
God agrees with his integrity of heart (v. 6a), God highlights with emphatic gram-
mar that Abimelech has remained innocent only because God himself has inter-
vened: “I have kept you, indeed I, from sinning against me ( ואחשׂך גם־אנכי אותך
 therefore I did not let you touch her” (v. 6b). The means by which God ;(מחטו־לי
restrains Abimelech from this sexual violation is not revealed until the end of the 
episode. In the final verses the narrator closes the story by noting that “Abraham 
prayed to God, and God healed Abimelech, and also healed his wife and female slaves 
so that they bore children, for YHWH had indeed closed up every womb in 
Abimelech’s house on account of Sarah, Abraham’s wife” (vv. 17−18). These verses 
have several implications. 

First, in conjunction with the circumstantial clause in v. 4a, this reveals that 
some sort of affliction leading to sterility was the means God used to keep 
Abimelech from touching Sarah, and therefore Abimelech’s innocence is not due 
to his own uprightness.30 That this sterility requires the healing of Abimelech him-
self (v. 17) suggests that a type of genital disease or even impotence may have been 

                                                 
27 Ronning, “Naming of Isaac,” 18; Waltke, Genesis, 285. 
28 For further discussion of Samuel’s deception, see Newkirk, Just Deceivers, 58−60. 
29 Brueggemann, Genesis, 177; Williams, Deception in Genesis, 17; Arnold, Genesis, 191. 
30 Sternberg, Poetics of Biblical Narrative, 315–17; Victor P. Hamilton, The Book of Genesis: Chapters 18–

50, NICOT (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1995), 71; Tzvi Novick, “‘Almost, at Times, the Fool’: 
Abimelekh and Genesis 20,” Proof 24 (2004), 279. 
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the means God used to keep him from Sarah.31 Second, the final clause of this ac-
count, which notes that this sterilization of Abimelech’s house was “because of 
Sarah, Abraham’s wife” (v. 18), is the same reason given for the plagues sent upon 
Pharaoh in episode A (12:17). However, whereas Pharaoh appears to have intuited 
his wrongdoing from the plagues themselves, Abimelech does not discern his 
wrongdoing from his household sterility; God himself must appear in a dream and 
explain his circumstances to him.32 This depicts Abimelech as less spiritually at-
tuned than Pharaoh, when the latter found himself in a parallel situation to the 
former. Thirdly, this explicit connection with the plagues of episode A suggests that, 
like Pharaoh, Abimelech is being judged. Although he is initially unaware of Sarah’s 
marital status, through this judgment the text is presenting Abimelech as culpable 
for some kind of wrongdoing, and the only reason he does not receive capital pun-
ishment for further wrongdoing is God’s intervening mercy, not his own morality.  

These observations relate directly to the third major argument used to sup-
port a negative evaluation of Abraham here. Some argue that Abraham is wrong in 
his assessment that “there is no fear of God” in Gerar (v. 11), which condemns his 
actions as mistaken.33 However, as several note, in this context, “fear of God” 
-refers to general moral standards, not a “fear of YHWH” in particu (יראת אלהים)
lar.34 Although it is true that upon hearing of Abimelech’s encounter with God, “all 
his servants . . . feared greatly” (v. 8), what they fear in this context is “all these 
things” that God has just communicated to Abimelech in the dream. Significantly, 
this dream ends with the threat of death for Abimelech and “all who are [his]” (v. 
7), which presumably includes these very servants. Since God’s power has just been 
demonstrated through Abimelech’s sterility, that these servants fear greatly at this 
death threat and that Abimelech complies with God’s commands does not reflect a 
“fear of God” in the sense of general morality but rather a fear of death should 
they fail to obey. For these reasons, the Philistines’ response to God does not con-
travene Abraham’s assessment that there is no fear of God in that place. 

In sum, none of these three major arguments demonstrates that Abraham is 
evaluated negatively in episode B. On the contrary, that the account ends with 
Abraham acquiring wealth from Abimelech (vv. 14–16)⎯which is subsequently 
interpreted as YHWH’s blessing upon him (24:35)⎯along with the final notice that 
God responds positively to Abraham’s prayer and heals Abimelech, seems to point 
to a positive characterization of Abraham in this passage. 

Concerning episode C, once again several arguments have been put forward 
to support a negative characterization of the patriarch. First, some argue that 
Isaac’s fear of harm reflects a lack of faith in God’s promises (26:7),35 though as we 
have already seen, such a conclusion does not follow. Second, others suggest that 

                                                 
31 Walton, Genesis, 495; Currid, Genesis 1:1⎯25:18, 362. 
32 Novick, “Almost, at Times, the Fool,” 279. 
33 E.g., Wenham, Genesis 16–50, 72. 
34 Waltke, Genesis, 287; Currid, Genesis 1:1⎯25:18, 365. 
35 Wenham, Genesis 16–50, 193; Waltke, Genesis, 369. 
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Isaac’s long stay in Gerar (v. 8) reveals that his fears are unfounded, which makes 
his deception unnecessary and therefore, as Victor Hamilton says, “repugnant.”36 
However, that Isaac and Rebekah stay safely in Gerar while posing as siblings does 
not invalidate his fear of being killed as Rebekah’s husband. The fact that 
Abimelech feels compelled to command his people not to touch Isaac or Rebekah 
upon discovering their true relationship⎯listing “this man” first (v. 11)⎯supports 
the validity of Isaac’s fear. Third, others argue for a negative characterization based 
on the accusatory and unanswered nature of Abimelech’s question in v. 10⎯“What 
is this you have done to us?”37⎯though, again, as we saw in episode A, such an 
accusation by a character does not necessarily reflect a negative evaluation by the 
author. Furthermore, as in episode A, this interrogation is not the final element of 
the narrative but is followed by Abimelech’s decree of protection over Isaac and 
Rebekah. As noted above, it is this decree that enables Isaac to flourish and acquire 
wealth under YHWH’s blessing while in Gerar. 

In contrast to these arguments, rather than a negative assessment, the overall 
depiction of Isaac throughout this section seems to be remarkably positive. Verses 
1–5 portray him as the heir of YHWH’s covenant promises originally given to 
Abraham. In these opening verses YHWH commands Isaac not to go down to 
Egypt, and v. 6 presents Isaac as wholly obedient to YHWH, much as Abraham 
had been in 12:4 in response to God’s original call.38 This positive depiction of 
Isaac before the deception is balanced by a similarly positive portrayal afterward. 
As we have already noted, after Abimelech issues his protective decree, Isaac grows 
in wealth under YHWH’s blessing (26:12–14). Subsequently YHWH provides him 
with water in multiple wells (vv. 17–22) and repeats his promises of blessing and 
progeny (v. 24), after which Isaac “calls on the name of YHWH” (v. 25). Indeed, 
by the end of the chapter Abimelech and his officials even say to Isaac, “You are 
now the blessed of YHWH” (v. 29). All of this contributes to a positive characteri-
zation of Isaac in this chapter. 

IV. SYNTHESIS 

Having explored these deceptions in terms of motive, results, and deceiver 
characterization, it becomes clear that our conclusions in the first two categories 
reinforce the third. That is, supporting the view that the author is not characteriz-
ing the deceivers negatively is the fact that in each case (1) the patriarch’s motive is 
self-preservation without any intent that his wife be taken, (2) no unjust results 
follow as a consequence of the deceptions, (3) YHWH blesses the patriarch, and (4) 
YHWH judges the foreign king for taking the patriarch’s wife (A and B only). Alt-
hough these observations by themselves do not prove a positive narratorial ap-
praisal of these deceptions, they should at least caution us against arriving at nega-
tive assessments of these deceptions prematurely. What is needed is an interpreta-
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tion of these deceptions that fully accounts for the deceivers’ motives, the results of 
their deceptions, and the seemingly positive characterizations in these contexts.  

The theory that comports best with the preceding analysis is that, by pretend-
ing to be their wives’ brothers, the patriarchs are seeking the welfare of both of them. 
Their goal is not simply to preserve their own lives but to prevent their wives from 
being taken, which would presumably happen if they were killed. An early interpre-
tation along these lines is found in Josephus. Concerning episode A, Josephus 
writes, “[Abraham] pretended to be her brother, and directed her in a dissembling 
way to pretend the same, for he said it would be for their benefit.”39 Although Jose-
phus does not specify how such a ruse would benefit both Abraham and Sarah, a 
stream of Jewish interpretation has noted that, as her brother, the patriarch would 
have been viewed as the woman’s legal guardian and therefore would have been 
responsible for negotiating the terms of her marriage. Consequently, if a zealous 
suitor were to desire her as a wife, the initial path to marrying her would not be to 
eliminate her husband but to negotiate with her brother. This would enable the 
patriarch either to make unrealistic demands or prolong negotiations in such a way 
that they could flee to safety should danger appear to be encroaching.40 

Supporting this theory, Barry Eichler has argued that in antiquity it was spe-
cifically the full maternal brother who had a special guardianship over his sister. 
Eichler points to the rape of Dinah, where it is “the sons of Jacob” and not Jacob 
himself who negotiate with Shechem (Gen 34:13−17), and it is Simeon and Levi in 
particular⎯two of Dinah’s full maternal brothers⎯who avenge her rape (vv. 25–
29). Similarly, in 2 Samuel 13, after Amnon rapes Tamar, she does not return to 
David’s house, but goes to live with Absalom, her full maternal brother, who sub-
sequently avenges her rape as well.41 Eichler further adduces anthropological data 
from African, Polynesian, Arab, and Persian cultures, all suggesting that a maternal 
brother was viewed as having a special relationship with his sister, since they are 
“from the same belly.”42 This background may shed light on Song of Songs 1:6, 
where the maiden laments that her “mother’s sons” were angry with her and con-
signed her to manual labor⎯those brothers who should have been her prime pro-
tectors have instead caused her body to be worn out by the sun. 

More to the point, this insight concerning maternal sibling relationships also 
informs our understanding of the patriarchs’ actions in the wife-sister deceptions. 
In episode B, when explaining himself to Abimelech, Abraham says, “Besides, she 
is indeed my sister, the daughter of my father though not the daughter of my mother” 
(Gen 20:12). In other words, not only has Abraham deceived about not being Sa-
rah’s husband (for his safety), he has also deceived about being Sarah’s full mater-
nal brother (for her safety). Understood this way, Abraham has presented himself 
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as Sarah’s prime protector⎯the one with whom suitors must negotiate for her 
marriage. 

What the patriarch apparently did not count on was the king having an interest 
in his wife and simply taking her, thereby bypassing any negotiations. In both epi-
sodes A and C the patriarch’s explicit concern is that the common male citizens will 
desire his wife and kill him. Abraham specifies “the Egyptians” (12:12) and Isaac 
“the men of the place” (26:7); the king is never mentioned as a concern. However, 
ancient kings are well known for simply taking what they want on occasion,43 which 
appears to be what happened in episodes A and B. Although Pharaoh transfers 
wealth to Abraham in episode A in a manner that resembles a bride price, this does 
not indicate that Abraham agreed to any negotiations.44 It is equally plausible⎯and 
more consistent with the other data we have surveyed⎯that Pharaoh and 
Abimelech bypass negotiations and simply take Sarah; the transfer of wealth in 
episode A may be understood as a unilateral courtesy rather than a mutually negoti-
ated bride price.  

This interpretation has the benefit of accounting for the stated motive of self-
preservation, the intended perpetuity of these deceptions, the results in which the 
foreign king is judged and the patriarch is blessed, as well as the seemingly positive 
characterizations of the patriarchs in these passages. Moreover, on this interpreta-
tion we need not conclude that God is unjustly judging the foreign kings based on 
ignorance due to deception but rather because these kings have unjustly taken a 
woman by force, and this woman happens to be the wife of God’s covenant part-
ner.  

V. CONCLUSION 

In conclusion, in this study I have argued that the wife-sister episodes do not 
portray the patriarchs in a negative light. Rather, narrative features point toward 
positive characterizations in each case, which are reinforced by a sharpened under-
standing of the motives and results of each deception. By posing as his wife’s full 
maternal brother, neither Abraham nor Isaac is “throwing her under the bus to 
save his own skin” and thereby “pimping” her, as Lamb concludes.45 Instead, the 
patriarchs are presenting themselves as their wives’ prime protectors, the ones with 
whom potential suitors must negotiate in order to pursue marriage. In so doing the 
patriarchs are not only seeking to preserve their own lives but also the welfare of 
their wives, who would most certainly be taken if the patriarchs were killed. Alt-
hough not all the actions of the patriarchs are commendable, these wife-sister de-
ceptions should not be put forward as examples of questionable ethics on the part 
of Israel’s ancestors. 
                                                 

43 Of particular relevance is the Egyptian tale, The Two Brothers, in which a pharaoh falls in love with 
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