Sabbath Sermon of October 26, 2013

By Rev. Dr. Flint Chika, Bishop

Abraham and Abimelech

Genesis Chapter 20

After the destruction of Sodom and Gomorrah, Abraham journeyed from Mamre toward the south country, and settled in the territory of Abimelech, king of Gerar, in the land between the districts of Kadesh and Shur. Abimelech seems to have been a royal title, like that of Pharaoh. But in this instance, as we gather from the Scripture, the possessor of this title was far different from the king of Egypt. In fact, he appears to have been not merely true and upright in character, but to have feared the Lord, for he had said, “Lord will thou slay also a righteous nation.”  We read here that for the second time Abraham failed to believe that God could protect him from evil people. It was that Abraham used this half-truth for the second time, by introducing Sarah his wife as his sister. He had not learned from his earlier experience that he could trust God in everything. So while he lied to protect himself, he opened the way for Sarah to commit adultery. Although Abraham is one of our heroes of faith, he did not learn his lesson well enough the first time; by giving in to the temptation again, he risked turning a sinful act into a sinful pattern of lying whenever he suspected his life was in danger.
Abimelech had unknowingly taken a married woman to be his wife and was about to commit adultery. But, God chose to warn Abimelech, not because he was innocent due his trade in storing up women, but before he does any wrongdoing and commit adultery with Sarah, for he was unaware of Abraham’s deceit. It appears by this that God revealed himself by dreams which evidenced themselves to be divine and supernatural not only to his servants the prophets, but even to those who were out of the pale of the church and covenant; but then, usually, it was with some regard to God’s own people as in Pharaoh’s dream, to Joseph, in Nebuchadnezzar’s, to Daniel, and here, in Abimelech’s, to Abraham and Sarah, for he reproved this king for their sake, (Psalm 105 verses 14, 15). God gives him notice of his danger, his danger of sin, telling him that the woman is a man’s wife, so that if he takes her he will wrong her husband; his danger of death for this sin: “Thou art a dead man;” and God’s saying so of a man makes him so. Every willful sinner ought to be told that he or she is a dead man or woman, as the condemned malefactor, and the patient whose disease is mortal, are said to be so. If you art a bad man or woman, certainly you are a dead person. 
God respected the integrity of Abimelech, and prevented him from committing adultery. He kept Abimelech from sinning against Him in ignorance when Abraham failed to inform him that Sarah was his wife. Most of us can recall the many times God had done the same for us by protecting us in similar situations, when our hearts are right but we lacked knowledge of the true facts.  No matter how much we love God, certain temptations are especially difficult to resist. These are the vulnerable spots in our spiritual armor. As we struggle with these weaknesses, we can be encouraged to know that God is watching out for us just as he did for Abraham.

Because Abraham mistakenly assumed that Abimelech was a wicked man, he made a quick decision to tell a half-truth. Probably, Abraham thought it would be more effective to deceive Abimelech into sinning to provoke God, than to trust God to work in the king’s life. We must not assume that God will not work in a situation that has potential problems. You may not completely understand the situation, and God may intervene when you least expect it.
If you wondered why God punished Abimelech when he had no idea Sarah was married? Well, even though Abimelech’s intensions were good, as long as Sarah was living in his harem he was not only in danger of sinning, but his business method of gathering bunch of women and storing them for his wild pleasures no doubt was sinful in the eyes of God. You see, a person who eats a poisonous toadstool, thinking it’s a harmless mushroom, no doubt has perfectly good intensions, but will still suffer. Sin is a poison that damages us and those around us, whatever our intensions. God’s punishment by closing up “all the wombs of the house of Abimelech, lasted only as long as Abimelech was in danger of committing adultery with Sarah. It was meant to change the situation, not to harm Abimelech; the punishment clearly showed that Abraham was in league with a powerful God.
          This incident may have made Abimelech to respect and fear Abraham’s God, but in comparison to the Gentile king, Abraham occupied indeed an unfavorable position. He is unable to vindicate his conduct on other grounds than what amounts to a want of faith. But God informed Abimelech that Abraham despite his weakness, was “a prophet;” Abraham’s prayer for Abimelech’s deliverance would be answered. For in that capacity, as already quoted,” 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.” Why God spoke this way is not clear. Perhaps since Abraham thought there was no fear of God in that place, he needed to learn that God is concerned for unbelievers whose intentions are not evil and that he can deliver them in cases of this sort.
Abraham prayed to God. Since Abraham was responsible for what had happened, it was proper that he should ask God to deliver the man and the family of the one he had wronged. The prayer would also afford him the opportunity to confess his own transgressions and find forgiveness. Abraham was accessory to Abimelech’s trouble, for not believing that God will deliver him, and therefore was obliged in justice to pray for him. It is at thy peril if thou do not restore her: “Know thou that thou shalt surely die.” He that does wrong, whoever he or she is, prince, princess or peasant, shall certainly receive for the wrong which he has done, unless he or she repents and make restitution, (Colossians 3 verse 25). No injustice can be made passable with God, no, not by a king’s image stamped upon it.
The alliance with Abraham which Abimelech had sought by marriage, was shortly afterwards concluded by a formal covenant between the two, accompanied by a sacrifice of the sacred number of seven sheep and oxen and with a present of  menservants, and women servants, he gave to Abraham, and restored Sarah his wife to him.  Abraham prayed to God, and He heard him and healed Abimelech, and his household, for The Lord had closed up all the wombs of the house of Abimelech because of Sarah the wife of Abraham he had taken and placed in his harem. Abimelech, being thus warned of God in a dream, takes the warning, and, as one truly afraid of sin and its consequences, he rises early to obey the directions given him. He has a caution for his servants. Abraham himself could not be more careful than he was to command his household in this matter.
To show that this was intended not as a private but a public alliance, Abimelech came accompanied by his chief captain, at the same time expressly stating it as the motive in the public step which he took, that God was with Abraham in all that he did. In similar manner, the sympathy on these points between Abimelech and his people had formerly been shown, when the king had communicated to “all his servants” what God had told him about Abraham, “and the men were sore afraid.” In these circumstances we do not wonder that Abraham should have the land of the Philistines the place of lengthen residence, pitching his tent close by Beersheba, “the well of the oath,” with Abimelech, or rather “the well of the seven” oxen and lambs, and there he once more called on the name of Jehovah, the everlasting God.”
14-17. Abimelech gives Abraham his royal license to dwell where he pleased in his country, courting his stay because he gives him his royal gifts, sheep and oxen, and “A thousand pieces of silver.” This he gave when he restored Sarah, either, By way of satisfaction for the wrong he had offered to do, in taking her to his house: like when the Philistines restored the ark, being plagued for detaining it, they sent a present with it. The law appointed that when restitution was made something should be added to it, (Leviticus 6 verse 5). Abimelech sort to engage Abraham’s prayers for him; not as if prayers should be bought and sold, but we should endeavor to be kind to those of whose spiritual things we reap, (1 Corinthians 9 verse 11). It should be our wisdom to get and keep an interest with those that have an interest in heaven, and to make those our friends who are the friends of God. He gives to Sarah good instruction, tells her that her husband, her brother he calls him, to upbraid her with calling him so must be to her for a covering of the eyes, that is, she must look at no other, nor desire to be looked at by any other. Yoke-fellows must be to each other for a covering of the eyes. The marriage-covenant is a covenant with the eyes, like Job’s, 31 verse 1: “I made a covenant with mine eyes; why then should I think upon a maid?” In other words, Job had not only avoided committing the great sin of adultery, he had not even taken the first step toward that sin by looking at a woman with greedy desire. Job said he was innocent of both outward and inward sins.

The kindness of a prophet which Abraham showed to Abimelech: he prayed for him. This honor God would put upon Abraham that, though Abimelech had restored Sarah, yet the judgment he was under should be removed upon the prayer of Abraham, and not before. Thus God healed Miriam, when Moses, whom she had most affronted, prayed for her (Numbers 12 verse 13), and was reconciled to Job’s friends when Job, whom they had grieved, prayed for them (Job 42 verse 8-10), and so did, as it were, give it under his hand that he was reconciled to them. The prayers of good men may be a kindness to great men, and ought to be valued.
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