The King with a Conscience (Genesis 20:1-18; 31/5/09)

Introduction

In school I had to study Shakespeare’s Hamlet, in which the main character is in turmoil because he’s discovered that his father has been murdered by his uncle. This uncle has then, very quickly, been made the new king and married his mother! So Hamlet decides to put on a play for the newly-weds. In the play he has the actors performing the very murder that his uncle has committed – by poisoning the king. And Hamlet is going to watch their reaction to see how they respond. He sets everything up and then he says: 
The play’s the thing wherein I’ll catch the conscience of the king.

This theme of a king and his conscience is also found here in Genesis 20. Actually it comes as a refreshing change!   

We might have been wondering what’s going to come next in Genesis. In chapter 19 we were confronted with gross immorality – the men of Sodom and Lot’s daughters – and now we read that Abraham is moving away from the familiar to a place called Gerar. We discover later that this is the land of the Philistines (21:34). What kind of people live here? What will he find? More violence and immorality? Can it get any worse? 
One of the points of this chapter is that not all people are as bad as they could be! The bible says that there is no-one righteous, no not one. That is true for us all. But it is also clear that in the bible some people are more wicked than others. The men of Sodom are much more wicked than this king of the Philistines. It also demonstrates that those who know God – like Abraham – are not perfect after they come to trust him.
Abraham does the same as he did when he went down into Egypt (Chapter 12). He lies about his relationship with Sarah by calling her his sister and not declaring her to be his wife. As a result Abimelch, the powerful and wealthy king of the land, takes Sarah into his household to be his wife.  
1) The king who fears God (v3-8)
In a dream God warns Abimelech of certain judgement because he has taken a married woman to be his wife. A moral law has been broken. Abimelech pleads his innocence. Both Abraham and Sarah had deceived him: I have done this with a clear conscience and clean hands (v5). God commands him to return Sarah to Abraham and warns him of judgement if he refuses. What does he do? Early the next morning he summons and informs his officials and prepares to obey God. Why? He fears God. Abimelech isn’t like the Sodomites or Lot’s daughters. He is not only aware of the moral law echoing in his conscience but he responds to obey it. This is just how Paul describes things in Romans: when Gentiles, who do not have the law, do by nature the things required by the law, they are a law for themselves…since they show that the requirements of the law are written on their hearts, their consciences also bearing witness, and their thoughts now accusing them, now defending them (Romans 2:14-15). We all have a conscience. 
I watched a documentary recently about Tiger Sharks attacking young Albatrosses as they made their first flights and settled on the water. The sharks would strike like lightening, grabbing the birds in their jaws. A cameraman captured it brilliantly from a platform in the waves. It was his job to film, but he admitted to hoping that the birds would get away. He was disturbed by the violence and would cheer inwardly when a bird escaped! He had a conscience; the sharks didn’t! He got churned up inside; the sharks just filled up inside! Conscience! It separates us from the animals. It’s God’s ‘calling card’.  

Atheistic scientists have a hard time explaining the conscience. Richard Taylor writes that the idea of “moral obligation” – doing what you know you should – is “unintelligible apart from the idea of God” (Atheists, Blanchard, p388). As we read God’s Word, he addresses our conscience. We must do what Abimelech does. We should respond by turning away from what’s wrong and doing what’s right in God’s sight. That’s what it means to fear God. Of course, you can try to suppress your conscience by continuing to do what you know to be wrong. The bible calls this ‘hardening your heart’ (Ps 95:8). It’s serious. God describes this person as a fool, claiming there is no God (Ps 14:1). So don’t be a fool; fear God.  
2) The man who fails God (v9-13)

Abimelech calls Abraham in and expresses how he has been offended morally by Abraham’s deception (v9). (When we lie to people we offend them as well as God). Abraham attempts to explain. He feared for his life because he assumed (wrongly) there is no fear of God in this place (v10). He tries to justify his deceit by explaining that Sarah is his half sister, and then reveals that this practice of lying has been his strategy from the beginning of their journey! (v13). There’s something disappointing about Abraham’s admission. He’d lied like this in Egypt perhaps 20 years ago (12:4; 21:5). But since then the LORD has reassured and protected him: Do not be afraid Abram. I am your shield, your very great reward (15:1). Yet we find him failing to trust: still fearful and still lying; still putting self first and Sarah at risk. At times Abraham shows great faith in God: leaving his home and trusting God’s promises; at other times he yields to fear and the desire to live for himself. He illustrates the reality of conflict within the Christian’s life today.
Stuart Olyott gives an illustration of an aeroplane. As it stands still on the runway it has one force operating on it – gravity. It’s powerless to move itself. But as the jet engines fire up, another force is present, and the plane moves down the runway. It gets faster and faster until the plane leaves the ground. Is gravity still working on the plane as powerfully? Yes! But the stronger forward thrust of the engine is overcoming gravity so that the plane takes off. Two forces are at work, but one is more dominant than the other (This way to Godliness, p58)
The stationary plane is like of a non-Christian: with no power to love or live for God or change him/herself; dominated by the power of sin. The plane taking off is a picture of conversion. God begins a work in your heart, and you come to trust and follow Jesus Christ. This power is God’s Spirit. He becomes the dominant force in us. He gives us the desire to say to God: “It’s all about you!” But the power of sin still pulls us to say: “It’s all about me!” If we listen to that voice, we fall – like Abraham. If we keep praying for and relying on the Holy Spirit, we keep flying upward in faith and godliness. Make every effort to add to

your faith goodness … knowledge … self-control … perseverance… godliness…brotherly kindness…love (2 Peter 1:5-7). Growth, not perfection.
3) The God who Fulfils (v14-18)

King Abimelech’s generosity to Abraham is breath-taking: gifts of sheep, cattle and slaves, the return of his wife and the offer to live wherever he likes! He even gives money to Abraham to make up for the offence he has caused, so that Sarah is completely vindicated. Then Abraham prays to God for the king’s wife and slave girls, so that they can conceive again. How can we account for this extraordinary kindness and intercession? It must be based on God’s covenant promise to Abraham: I will bless you…I will bless those who bless you…and all peoples on earth will be blessed through you (12:2-3). God is fulfilling his promises. He’s showing Abimelech that Abraham is in a relationship with him. Does this mean that Abraham’s lies don’t matter? No! God is truthful and he expects his people to be truthful. Abraham doesn’t deserve this, but God is gracious. His calling of and commitment to fulfilling these promises aren’t based on Abraham’s goodness or performance, but according to God’s grace. 
R C Sproul writes of his thirteenth birthday. He thought he was breaking into the sophistication of his teens, and was something special and independent! Lying on his bed he heard his father call from the garden, “Charles! Come and help me weed the garden.” “No…it’s my birthday, remember?” he replied in a deliberately rebellious manner. In a flash his father was in the room and spanked him down to the garden where he finished weeding at dusk. But later, his father treated him to a surprise birthday meal. That birthday dinner was grace – undeserved favour!
Did you know that God is like that? Through Jesus he is fulfilling his promise to bless all peoples on earth. Through Jesus’ sacrificial death he is willing to give us what we don’t deserve. We deserve his punishment for our rebellion: For the wages of sin is death; but the gift of God is eternal life through Christ Jesus our Lord (Romans 6:23). Whenever someone receives reconciliation through faith in Christ, God’s promise to Abraham is fulfilled. Receive Jesus as your Saviour, for God is offering you free forgiveness. But this is also how we continue the Christian life. Every day, remind yourself that your relationship to your heavenly Father is based on grace, not your works. Never forget it. Never will I leave you; never will I forsake you (Hebrews 13:5).
Conclusion

Christ came into the world to live and die and rise again s that people can have peace with God –which leads to peace with themselves. Through Jesus God offers us his peace today. Do you know it?

Listen to how one man discovered peace with God. 

I was a good monk and kept my order so strictly that I could say that if ever a monk could get to heaven through monastic discipline, I was that monk. All my companions in the monastery would confirm this…and yet my conscience would not give me certainty, but I always doubted and said, “You didn’t do that right”… The more I tried to remedy an uncertain, weak and troubled conscience with human traditions, the more I daily found it more uncertain, weaker and more troubled…

At last, by the mercy of God, meditating day and night…I began to understand that the righteousness of God is that by which the righteous lives by a gift of God, namely by faith…Here I felt that I was altogether born again and had entered paradise through open gates.   
So through the work and message of Jesus, God’s blessing comes to Martin Luther, a German monk in the C16th!
That same message of grace and peace is offered to us through the same bible today! It’s a gift by grace through faith in Jesus.
When Satan tempts me to despair/And tells me of the guilt within
Upward I look and see Him there/Who made an end to all my sin

Because the sinless Saviour died/My sinful soul is counted free

For God the Just is satisfied/To look on him and pardon me!

And if you have come to trust the work of Jesus to save you and give you peace with God, then live under that peace day by day. Pray for the help of the Spirit each day s that you keep on saying, “Today is all about you, Lord.” In this way you will continue to grow in the grace and knowledge of our Lord Jesus Christ. Remember that the same grace that saved you will also keep you. God is faithful to all his gracious promises.
