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Text 
Now Abraham moved on from there into the region of the Negev and lived between Kadesh and Shur. For a 

while he stayed in Gerar, 
2 
and there Abraham said of his wife Sarah, "She is my sister." Then Abimelech 

king of Gerar sent for Sarah and took her. 
3 
But God came to Abimelech in a dream one night and said to 

him, "You are as good as dead because of the woman you have taken; she is a married woman." 
4 
Now 

Abimelech had not gone near her, so he said, "Lord, will you destroy an innocent nation? 
5 
Did he not say 

to me, 'She is my sister,' and didn't she also say, 'He is my brother'? I have done this with a clear 

conscience and clean hands." 
6 
Then God said to him in the dream, "Yes, I know you did this with a clear 

conscience, and so I have kept you from sinning against me. That is why I did not let you touch her. 
7 
Now 

return the man's wife, for he is a prophet, and he will pray for you and you will live. But if you do not 

return her, you may be sure that you and all yours will die." 
8 
Early the next morning Abimelech summoned 

all his officials, and when he told them all that had happened, they were very much afraid. 
9 
Then 

Abimelech called Abraham in and said, "What have you done to us? How have I wronged you that you 

have brought such great guilt upon me and my kingdom? You have done things to me that should not be 

done." 
10 

And Abimelech asked Abraham, "What was your reason for doing this?" 
11 

Abraham replied, "I 

said to myself, 'There is surely no fear of God in this place, and they will kill me because of my wife.' 
12 

Besides, she really is my sister, the daughter of my father though not of my mother; and she became my 

wife. 
13 

And when God had me wander from my father's household, I said to her, 'This is how you can show 

your love to me: Everywhere we go, say of me, "He is my brother." '" 
14 

Then Abimelech brought sheep and 

cattle and male and female slaves and gave them to Abraham, and he returned Sarah his wife to him. 
15 

And 

Abimelech said, "My land is before you; live wherever you like." 
16 

To Sarah he said, "I am giving your 

brother a thousand shekels of silver. This is to cover the offense against you before all who are with you; 

you are completely vindicated." 
17 

Then Abraham prayed to God, and God healed Abimelech, his wife and 

his slave girls so they could have children again, 
18 

for the LORD had closed up every womb in Abimelech's 

household because of Abraham's wife Sarah. 

 
Introduction 
 There’s this Bob Newhart sketch… does everyone know who Bob Newhart is?  
He actually went to St. Ignatius College Prep high school right down the road here.  Did 
you know that?  Well, in this sketch he plays the familiar role of psychiatrist.  A new 
client comes in and sits down.  He explains to her his billing system – “I charge $5 for the 
first 5 minutes, and anything after that is free.  But I’ve found that I generally don’t need 
more than five minutes.”  She doesn’t know what to say.  It sounds great.  He looks at his 
watch and says, “Alright, go.” 
 So she begins to explain her problem.  “I have this fear of being buried alive in a 
box,” she says.  “I just think about being buried alive and I panic.” 
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“Has anyone ever tried?” he asks. 
“No, but it makes my life horrible.  I can’t go through tunnels, elevators….” 
“So what you’re saying is you’re claustrophobic” 
“Yeah, I guess so.” 
“Now I’m going to tell you two words and I want you to listen carefully and take 

them out of the office and incorporate them into your life.”  “STOP IT,” he yells.  She 
looks shocked.  “Stop it!” 

“You want me to just stop it?  I can’t, it’s been with me since childhood” 
“No, we don’t go there, just stop it!” 
“So, I’m supposed to just stop being afraid of being buried alive in a box.” 
“There you go.  Well, it’s only been three minutes so that will be $3.” 
She only has a five and he doesn’t make change so she wants to take the full five 

minutes.  She begins to explain how she’s bulimic and he interjects, “Stop it!”  She 
objects that she can’t, she’s compelled to.  “My mom used to tell me I’m fat,” but he 
interrupts her and tells her to stop it. 

“What else?” he asks. 
“Well, I have self-destructive relationships with men.”  To which Bob Newhart 

replies, “Stop it!”  She starts to get a bit annoyed. 
Eventually, the sketch ends with him telling her, “I have ten words that I think 

will clear everything up for you.  Ready?”  She takes out her pen and paper and he 
shouts, “Stop it or I’ll bury you alive in a box!”1 
 It’s kind of a funny jab at psychiatrists.  But I wonder how many Christians when 
they think about God, think of him kind of like this.  “Stop it!  Stop it!  For my sake, stop 
it or I’ll go ahead and send you to hell.” 

In today’s passage we see Abraham doing pretty much the same thing he did back 
in ch. 12 – going into a new area and passing his wife off as his sister to save his own 
skin.  And pretty much the same thing happens – the king takes Sarah into his house as 
his wife.  Abraham’s been walking with the Lord for 25 years now.  And yet we see him 
committing the same sins he committed early on in his pilgrimage of faith.  He’s still 
doing the same sins! 

Some of you here today aren’t Christians.  You’re here because you’re seeking 
spiritual truth, but one of the things that is keeping you back from Christianity is how bad 
so many Christians are.  I hope by the end of today you won’t see that as an objection to 
Christianity, but one of the compelling reasons for it. 

And if you are a Christian, I want to remind you of a truth that at one level is so 
simple, but at another level is so hard to grasp.  In fact, it’s quite counterintuitive.  It 
seems too good to be true, too ridiculous to believe.  But if it’s not true, then there is no 
good news.  And if you don’t believe it, there’s no hope. 

Because just like Abraham, there are some sins in your life that you continue to 
struggle with, continue to slip into.  Maybe it’s sexual sin; maybe it’s gossip, anger, 
laziness.  Whatever it is, it’s easy to hear this voice in our heads we think is God telling 
us, “Stop it!  Stop it!”  And so we try hard, out of a sense of fear and guilt.  And one of 
two things happens: either we see some external progress and thus internally become 
filled with self-righteousness; OR we continue to find ourselves to be sinners and become 
consumed with despair. 
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 What this episode in Abraham’s life shows us today is just this: Christians still 

sin, but God still loves them. 
 

Let’s pray… 
 
Abraham’s Sin Again 
 Let’s not forget as we go through this story that Abraham has just received a 
specific promise from the Lord that within one year he and his wife Sarah will conceive 
and eventually have a son together, a son through whom God will make a great nation 
that blesses all nations of the earth.  That’s God’s promise.  And it’s getting close. 
 And it’s all the more amazing because Abraham and Sarah are pretty old now – 
100 and 90.  They’re at that stage in life when people want to go down to Florida for the 
winter.  And here we see Abraham move south from Mamre into the Negev.  He’s doing 
a little traveling in a Philistine town called Gerar.  And when he gets there, we find out in 
v. 11 that he thought the place was so godless that they would kill him to get his wife. 

So Abraham’s first sin is judgmentalism.  He assumes in his mind an attitude of 
superiority over the people of Gerar – “surely there is no fear of God in this place” (v. 
11).  I think sometimes Christians are the most arrogant, judgmental people.  They 
immediately categorize people and look down their noses at them – those people in that 
neighborhood… the media… the cities… the Goths…  We like to see people as good and 
evil.  We’re good, everyone else is evil.  But Gordon Wenham has said, “The totally pure 
or completely evil exist only in fiction.”  But nobody’s that simplistic, as we’ll see in this 
story. 

Abraham’s second sin is fear – “they will kill me because of my wife” (v. 11).  
This fear has plagued Abraham throughout his life.  It controlled him in the earlier jaunt 
into Egypt.  It attacked him after his defeat of Kedorlaomer; God had to come to him and 
reassure him, “Do not be afraid, Abram.  I am your shield, your very great reward” 
(15:1).  Fear is the opposite of faith and here God slips into the background of Abraham’s 
mind and all he can see is the people of Gerar.  And he’s afraid. 

His next sin is lying.  “Abraham said of his wife Sarah, ‘She is my sister’” (v. 2).  
We find out later this may be a half-truth, but half-truths can be the worst because they’re 
the easiest to rationalize and sometimes the most deceptive. 

The other major sin involved here is selfishness.  Instead of protecting his wife 
with his own life – which is what husbands are called to do – he cowardly uses her for his 
own self-protection and put her in harm’s way.  “Then,” we read, “Abimelech king of 
Gerar sent for Sarah and took her” (v. 2). 

Some of you gals fault your husbands for not opening the door for you or putting 
the seat down.  It could be worse.  This could be likened possibly to wandering into a 
night club with your wife, scorning all the sinners there with tight clothes and beer bottles 
in their hands, getting afraid that some beefy womanizer will challenge you for your wife 
(they’re really bad people) and so you tell your wife to tell everyone she’s your sister.  
And so she ends up going home with another guy. 

This was before the invention of Botox, so I have a hard time imagining that men 
still wanted Sarah because she was hot.  Now she was 90 years old!  Perhaps her appeal 
lay in her evident social status and grace.  She was a rich woman, the supposed “sister” of 
an influential man, the kind of person kings would love to add to their harem.  
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The point is: Abraham’s still sinning.  Still the same sins!  Passing his wife off as 
his sister was his Achilles heel, I guess.  What’s yours?  Maybe for you it’s sexual sin.  
You just keep falling prey to the same temptations.  Maybe it’s gossip; just can’t seem to 
tame that tongue of yours.  Maybe it’s anger; just keep blowing up at your wife or kids.  
Maybe it’s laziness; you keep wasting hours watching TV and feeling gross, but you 
can’t stop.  We all have our besetting sins.  For all of us there’s something we can’t seem 
to shake.  It may be years now between each instance, but “Like a dog returns to its 
vomit,” so we keep coming back again and again.  Christians still sin. 
 
God’s Intervention 
 “But God…” (v. 3) – two of the greatest words in the whole Bible.  V. Raymond 
Edman wrote a little devotional book called But God!

2 looking at some of the many 
occurrences of this phrase in the Bible.  But God intervened.  God didn’t get fed up with 
Abraham and abandon him.  He comes to his rescue again. 

“But God came to Abimelech in a dream one night and said to him, ‘You are as 
good as dead because of the woman you have taken; she is a married woman’” (v. 3).  It’s 
interesting that adultery was considered “the great sin” in the Hittite laws, Middle 
Assyrian laws, and the Code of Hammurabi.  Abimelech even as a pagan would have 
taken this seriously, as does God.  It’s also interesting to notice that “God’s people do not 
have a monopoly on revelation of the deity.”3  God speaks to a pagan king.  Many times 
God speaks today to Muslims in dreams and vision.  God speaks to Abimelech and warns 
him that he’s in danger. 

“Now Abimelech had not gone near her, so he said, ‘Lord, will you destroy an 
innocent nation?  Did he not say to me, “She is my sister,” and didn’t she also say, “He is 
my brother?”  I have done this with a clear conscience and clean hands.’  Then God said 
to him in the dream, ‘Yes, I know you did this with a clear conscience, and so I have kept 
you from sinning against me.  That is why I did not let you touch her’” (vv. 4-6).  As 
Proverbs says, “The king’s heart is in the hand of the Lord; he directs it like a 
watercourse wherever he pleases” (Prov. 21:1).  Later we see that Abimelech has to be 
“healed” and the wombs of every woman in his household needed to be re-opened so 
they could have children.  This has led some to conclude that “Abimelech’s malady may 
[have been] impotence.”4  However he did it, God did not let Abimelech touch Sarah. 
 
Abraham’s Secure Status 
 So Abraham has sinned.  “As a dog returns to its vomit, so [Abraham] repeats his 
folly” (Prov. 26:11).  And actually a little later in the text we see Abimelech, the pagan 
king over a people that Abraham thought had no fear of God, rebuking Abraham for his 
sin.  “You have done things to me that should not be done” (v. 9).  Have you Christians 
ever been rebuked by a non-Christian?  I have.  It stings.  It’s oftentimes true that non-
Christians behave more righteously than Christians.  That’s the case here.  But I want to 
point out three things to you about Abraham’s status before God despite his sin. 
 
(1) First of all, God is faithful to his promise.  He has made a unilateral covenant with 

Abraham; remember the severed animals in ch. 15 where God alone walked 
through?  How do we see God faithful to his covenant to Abraham here?  God 
doesn’t let Abimelech touch Sarah.  Remember: in ch. 18 he’s just said that Sarah 
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will be pregnant in one year with Abraham’s child.  So if Abimelech had slept 
with Sarah it would have called into question everything about the promise.  God 
intervenes here in order to keep his covenant with Abraham, despite how faithless 
Abraham has been.  Abraham’s sin doesn’t revoke his covenant status with God! 

 
(2) Abraham has judged, feared, lied, and been selfish and now Abimelech 

unknowingly has another man’s wife in his house and God comes to him in a 
dream and how does he refer to Abraham?  That dirty, rotten, arrogant, fearful, 
lying, self-centered sinner?  No.  What does God call Abraham in v. 7?  A 
prophet!  “Now return the man’s wife, for he is a prophet.”  First time that word is 
found in the Bible… and it’s used to describe Abraham… right after he had 
slipped back into his old sins!  Isn’t this astonishing?  His status before God 
hasn’t changed one bit!  He’s a sinful person; and he’s a prophet! 

 
(3) Remember how we talked about Abraham in ch. 18 being God’s friend!  Abraham 

dialogued with God, asked him for things with humble boldness, interceded on 
behalf of other people… and God listened?  “Return the man’s wife, for he is a 
prophet, and he will pray for you and you will live” (v. 7).  That’s just weird.  
Abimelech should be praying for Abraham you would think.  But what do we see 
Abraham doing at the end of this chapter?  This is a bit ridiculous, if you think 
about it – “Then Abraham prayed to God, and God healed Abimelech, his wife 
and his slave girls so they could have children again” (v. 17).  Abraham’s 
relationship with God wasn’t cut off due to his sin! 

 
One commentator has made this statement, “The text makes the claim that Abraham is 
the chosen of God, not by works (which are lacking), nor even by [his great] faith (which 
is feeble here), but only by God’s incredible grace.”5 

The point is: Abraham still sinned some of the same sins after 25 years that he 
did early on in his walk with the Lord… and God still loved him.  Abraham’s sin didn’t 
affect his status with God one bit.  God still kept his covenant with Abraham by 
protecting his wife.  God called Abraham a prophet.  And God was still his friend.  He 
didn’t get fed up with him and yell, “Stop it!  Stop it!  Stop it, or I’ll burn you with sulfur 
from heaven!”  Abraham had “believed the Lord, [and the Lord] credited it to him as 
righteousness” (15:6).  Abraham was righteous in God’s sight and that righteousness 
wasn’t his own, it was an imputed, alien righteousness. 

The same is true for people today.  Christians still sin, but God still loves them.  
You’ll hear lots of people talk about how they were wretched sinners, but then God saved 
them.  But even after you’re saved you’re still a wretched sinner.  Romans 7 talks about 
how Christians still have the old man living inside of them – the flesh, the carnal self, the 
sinful nature.  This shows more of the beauty of the gospel that we Christians believe and 
hold out to a world full of other wretched sinners.  Martin Luther put it this way – simul 

iustus et peccator (simultaneously justified and a sinner).  It’s an amazing and liberating 
reality. 
 
Getting Practical 
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 Let me give you two examples of besetting sins in my life that resurfaced just this 
week.  Tuesdays are my days off.  If I don’t pick up my phone or return an email on 
Tuesdays, now you know why.  And if you do ever get an email from me on a Tuesday, 
rebuke me – “You sick, workaholic, enslaved, hypocritical pastor!”  Please do it.  It 
would be true, because I am.  But anyway… 
 We decided to go on a quick shopping trip to Kohls to return a birthday gift and to 
Target and to a bathroom place to look for a vanity for the bathroom we’ve been 
remodeling for the last two years.  The last couple shopping trips I had gone on had been 
pretty good, so I thought maybe I had gained victory in my life.  You see, like most men, 
I abhor shopping.  All the choices, making sure you’re getting the best deal… it drives 
me nuts and makes me irritable.  And I don’t know how many times trips to Kohls have 
provided opportunities for the anger in my heart to come to the surface.  And this time 
was the same.  We didn’t have the receipt for the return so we only got back $5, Lucy 
was whining and crying, we spent 30 minutes looking at vanities without making any 
progress toward a decision (which we’ve done 3 or 4 times before it seems), and I was 
hungry.  And the anger and rage was so fuming inside me that when Andrea asked me to 
put on my seat belt I had the impulse to hit her.  It wasn’t pretty.  I felt so dirty.  And I 
went home and sulked in my sin in my study for a couple hours. 
 On Wednesday I was standing at a bus stop finishing up reading a book about 
belief in Christianity written for serious-minded skeptics (Tim Keller’s The Reason for 

God).  And I felt the Holy Spirit telling me to just talk to the woman standing next to me.  
But one of my besetting sins – fear of people – came in and prevented me from doing it.  
Bill Hybels has a recent book out about evangelism called Just Walk Across the Room.  
Just?  It’s never been that easy for me.  I knew that afternoon what I was supposed to do, 
but just couldn’t bring myself to do it.  And of course the bus took like 30 minutes to 
come.  God was giving me time, but I deliberately disobeyed him.  And then I thought to 
myself, “What kind of a Christian are you?  You’re a coward.  How long is it going to 
take you to get over this silly fear of people? 
  
Conclusion 
 I’m still a sinner.  How do I deal with that?  I have to look at the Bible and stories 
like Abraham’s and preach the gospel to myself all over again.  My right standing before 
God is not dependent on my behavior but totally on God’s grace mediated through Christ.  
I still sin, but God still loves me on account of Christ. 

And here’s the thing.  The only way I can get to the point where I will be able to 
go shopping with my family and have fun and not let one expression of sin throw me into 
a downward spiral and ruin my whole day is if I’m not shocked to find sin in my heart 
and rest secure in God’s unconditional love for me nonetheless.  And the only way I’m 
going to become the person that shares the gospel with people at a bus stop with out 
being condescending, manipulative, or duty-driven is if I’ve experienced the gospel 
myself and been set free from having to do things to make God love me and want to just 
share that good news with others. 
 We all do things we know are wrong and are harmful to us, but we can’t seem to 
stop.  We all have certain sins that we keep coming back to again and again.  The only 
way we can ever experience true freedom from the things that bind us is through the 
gospel.  You see, we will seek atonement either through feeling guilty or working harder.  
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But both options only put us further in bondage.  We need to hear God not saying, “Stop 
it!” but rather, “I love you.”  We need to let Christ’s atonement on the cross take care of 
us. 
 Then we can begin to see progress and freedom from the sins that plague us.  John 
Piper says it this way, “The only sin we can fight against successfully is a forgiven sin. 
Without a once-for-all justification through Christ, the only thing that our striving for 
holiness produces is despair or self-righteousness”6  In other words, if all you hear God 
saying is, “Stop it!  Stop it!”  You’ll never be able to (without substituting that sin with 
another one more heinous and consuming).  But if you hear God saying, “I still love you!  
I’m still 100% pleased with you!” then you’ll be able to see progress in your fight against 
the sin within because you’ll be filled with such a sense of freedom. 

“I just can’t believe that,” you say.  Why not?  “Because it makes God seem soft.  
He can’t just love me even though I’m sinful.”  God’s not soft.  You’re right.  He can’t 
just wink at sin.  That’s why he crushed his Son for your sin.  “But, but… I’ve got to do 
something.  I’ve got to make myself better.”  No.  Jesus has done everything.  Is he not 
good enough?  Is his righteousness credited to your account not sufficient? 
 Another one of my besetting sins is pride.  I don’t like other people to tell me 
what to do.  I want to prove that I know what I’m doing.  This manifests itself in the fact 
that I used to throw Lucy way up in the air and catch her.  She would giggle and other 
people would gasp and tell me to be careful and that I shouldn’t do that, which just made 
me throw her higher.  I was cocky. 

But one day I dropped her from way up the air right on her head.  Immediately all 
she wanted to do was fall asleep, which is not a good sign.  I thought I had killed her or 
paralyzed her, because of my own stupidity and bull headedness.  Let’s call it sin.  And of 
course I felt horrible.  I was racked with guilt.  I was frantic.  How could I go on living?  
How could I face anyone else again?  But in the hospital Andrea hugged me and looked 
me in the eyes and told me she still loved me.  It was hard to accept.  “How could you 
still love me?  You wouldn’t be saying that if it wasn’t looking like she was going to be 
okay.  How could I do this?!?!  I’m horrible” 
 And if Lucy had died or was a vegetable I’m sure it would have been harder for 
Andrea to really accept me and not hold it against me.  I would have felt compelled to try 
to make it up to her somehow, even though that’s impossible.  Ultimately, her love and 
forgiveness are imperfect and unable to assuage my guilty conscience. 

But brothers and sisters, let me tell you something: God’s love is perfect.  He 
actually can love you completely even though you’re responsible for the death of his only 
Son.  Ironically, it’s because of his death that God can look at you and say, “No matter 
what you’ve done, no matter what you may do, you are completely forgiven in my sight.  
Completely!  Jesus’ death paid the penalty for all your sin so you will never have to.  His 
righteousness is now yours and no matter what you’ve done, no matter what you may do, 
I love you.  There’s nothing you could do to make me love you more.” 
 
The Lord’s Table 

If you’re not a Christian, does this sound like good news to you?  You may not 
have as many issues as the Christians you know, but if you’re honest you’ve got your 
own problems that you struggle with.  And you can know God’s unconditional love for 
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you if you repent of your sins, including your sin of trying to save yourself, and trust that 
Christ took those sins on himself on the cross and gives you his righteousness. 
 
Benediction 
May you live out of the freedom that comes from the gospel and not out of the guilt or 
inadequacy that comes from your continued sin. 
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