THE WIFE/SISTER INCIDENTS OF GENESIS: ORAL VARIANTS?
T.D. Alexander
The fact that the book of Genesis contains three
episodes in which a patriarch pretends that his wife is
his sister is quite remarkable. Not surprisingly, these
narratives have attracted considerable attention.
To
explain this unusual phenomenon, it is frequently
suggested that the three accounts are variant traditions
which arose from one original story, or possibly two. On
the basis of this assumption, attempts have been made (a)
to determine the form of the original tradition(s), and
(b) to explain their subsequent development.
In theory it is possible to explain the relationship
between the accounts as follows: 1
(i) the three accounts are completely independent:
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it, and the third is dependent upon both of these earlier
accounts:
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Since it is impractical to consider in detail all of
these possibilities we shall adopt the following
procedure.
If, as is widely held, all three accounts are
variants of one tradition, it ought to be possible to
demonstrate this for any two of the episodes. We shall,
therefore, compare initially 12:10-13:1 and 26:1-13.
Apart from being the most dissimilar, both narratives are
usually ascribed to the Yahwistic source on the basis of
style and vocabulary.
The fact that duplicate accounts
of the same incident should be preserved in one source is
unusual, and merits special attention.
Before comparing the two accounts one problem must
be resolved. This concerns the extent of the pericopes.
Most scholars take 12:10-20 as the basic Abraham/Sarah
account.2 However, there are those who wish to extend
the final form of the narrative to include 13:1,3 and
Cassuto and Weimar maintain that, in its present form,
4
the story concludes in 13:4.
Of these options it is
probably best to regard the narrative as extending from
12:10-13:1. The return of Abraham to the Negeb provides
a fitting conclusion to the account of his journey into
Egypt.
As regards chap. 26, Delitzsch, Dillmann, Holzinger,
Skinner, Maly, von Rad, and Zimmerli base their
comparison with 12:10-13:1 on vv 7-11.5 Driver, Gunkel,
Kenig and Speiser also include v 6.6 Westermann uses
for his comparison vv 1-11, 7 and Koch vv 1-13.8
Prockschg Hooke and Schmitt include all the material in
26:1-14.
Culley, however, remains undecided as to
whether v 14 should be included along with vv 1-13.10
With such a variety of possibilities it is apparent that
no consensus exists regarding how much of chap. 26 should

3

Alexander, Genesis, IBS 11, January 1989
be compared with 12:10-13:1.
In its present form Gen 26:1 commences with an
'initial disjunctive clause'. However, it is no easy
task to determine where the subsequent narrative ends.
To interrupt the account before v 25 is difficult, and it
is even possible to argue that the narrative only comes
to a natural break in v 33. However, for our present
purpose we shall regard the first section of the chapter
as extending to v 13.
To assist us in our comparison of 12:10-13:1 and
26:1-13 we shall examine the two episodes under the
headings (1) motif, (2) narrative details and (3)
structure.
1. Motif
Petersen suggests that the wife-sister motif is
comprised of the following features:ll
(1) travel to a place in which the husband and wife
are unknown (if such travel were not present, the
ruse could not be undertaken);
(2) a claim that the man's wife is his sister;
(3) discovery of the ruse;
(4) resolution of the situation created by the false
identity.
This definition of the wife/sister motif is helpful.
However, one feature ought to be added to those suggested
by Petersen.
The second element should be expanded to
include the r~ason why the husband acts as he does: he
claims that his wife is his sister, because he fears that
he will be killed on her account. Without this
additional element there is no rationale for the
deception.
The fear of death is the motivating factor
behind the ruse.
Incorporating this element into
Petersen's proposal we obtain the following definition of
tne wife/sister motif:
1. Travel to a place in which the husband and wife
are unknown (if such travel were not present, the
ruse could not be undertaken).
2. A claim that the man's wife is his sister because
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he fears being killed on account of her.
3. Discovery of the ruse.
4. Resolution of the situation created by the false
identity.
This motif is clearly present in each of the accounts in
12:1-13:1 and 26:1-13.

2. Narrative Details
Although the wife/sister episodes in chaps. 12 and
26 employ the same motif, they differ considerably
regarding the actual details of the incidents.
There are
at least eight differences worthy of note.
(1) The cast of characters varies in the two
accounts.
In 12:10-13:1 the main participants are Abram
(Abraham), Sarai (Sarah), Pharaoh and the princes of
Pharaoh.
In 26:1-13 we encounter Isaac, Rebekah,
Abimelech and the men of Gerar.
(2) The events occur in different locations.
A
famine in Canaan causes Abraham to go down to Egypt
(12:1). When Isaac confronts a similar situation, he
journeys to Gerar (26:1).
There Yahweh appears to him
and commands him to remain in Gerar rather than continue
on into Egypt (26:2-6). Significantly, 26:1 refers back
to the famine mentioned in 12:10: "Now there was a famine
in the land, besides the former famine that was in the
days of Abraham".
(3) The narratives differ in the way the reader
learns of the ruse.
In chap. 12 the deception is
revealed through Abraham's speech to Sarah prior to their
entry into Egypt (12:11-13). Fearing death on her
account, Abraham asks Sarah to tell the Egyptians that
she is his sister.
In chap. 26 we learn of the deception
in Isaac's reply to an inquiry by the men of Gerar
concerning Rebekah (26:6-7).
The rationale for Isaac's
response is provided by the narrator, who reveals to us
Isaac's thoughts on the matter (26:7). Rebekah, unlike
Sarah, instigates the deception.
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(4) After the ruse has been revealed to the reader
the narratives diverge considerably. Whereas Sarah is
taken away from Abraham, Rebekah remains with Isaac.
Here we encounter a major difference between the two
incidents. The Egyptians observe Sarah's beauty, and
consequently she is taken to Pharaoh's house (12:14-16).
Ironically, Abraham prospers on account of Sarah's
departure. Rebekah, however, never leaves Isaac. They
remain together as husband and wife, although to others
they appear as brother and sister.
(5) The deceptions are discovered by different
means. In chap. 12 Yahweh sends plagues upon Pharaoh's
household (12:17). As a result of this divine
intervention Pharaoh realizes his mistake and summons
Abraham to appear before him. In chap. 26 there is no
divine intervention. Abimelech, by chance, observes
Isaac fondling Rebekah, and so uncovers the ruse.
Summoning Isaac, he demands an explanation.
(6) The interviews between the respective rulers and
patriarchs proceed differently. In chap. 12 only Pharaoh
is recorded as speaking. The questions directed at
Abraham receive no reply. Pharaoh makes it plain that he,
and he alone, has been the victim of the ruse. Then,
without giving Abraham an opportunity to respond, he
commands that the couple be expelled from Egypt (12:20).
Abimelech, on the other hand, makes an initial inquiry of
Isaac and receives a reply. He then expresses his horror
at Isaac's action and highlights the terrible
consequences which might have befallen the whole nation.
Abimelech, unlike Pharaoh, is primarily concerned with
the potential danger of the situation. He proceeds to
warn his subjects, providing protection for Isaac and
Rebekah against bodily and sexual assault respectively.
(7) The incidents are dissimilar in their
conclusions. Pharaoh's speech leads to the swift
departure of Abraham and Sarah from Egypt (12:20-13:1).
Isaac, however, remains in Gerar under the protection of
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Abimelech.
There Yahweh blesses him with an abundant
harvest, and he prospers remarkably. Whereas Abraham
grows rich as a direct consequence of pretending that
Sarah is his wife (12:16), Isaac's prosperity is only
very indirectly related to the wife/sister deception.
(8) The episodes may be distinguished by the feature
of 'completeness'.
The events in chap. 12 leave many
questions unanswered. Did Abraham actually allow Pharaoh
to take Sarah without objecting? Did Pharaoh commit
adultery with Sarah? How did Pharaoh discover that the
plagues were due to his abduction of Sarah? Moreover,
not only do such questions remain unanswered, but there
is no description of how the characters were affected
emotionally.
In contrast, the chap. 26 account leaves
few, if any, questions to be answered. Also, it portrays
the feelings of the characters in greater detail. For
this reason it is more complete.
This brief comparison of the accounts reveals a
number of substantial differences between the two plots.
Although both accounts use the same motif, they differ
significantly in their narrative details.

3. Structure
Not only are the episodes in chaps. 12 and 26
dissimilar concerning their narrative details, but they
also exhibit different structures. Weimar outlines the
structure of 12:10-20 as follows:l2

B

12,10
Exposition
1. Scene 12, 11-13

c

2. Scene

A

B' 3. Scene
A'

Action ( Abraham )
Speech of Abraham
(addressing Sarai)
Action (Egyptians/courtiers of
Pharaoh/Pharaoh)
Speech of Pharaoh
(addressing Abraham)
Action (Pharaoh)

12,14-16a
12,17-19

Conclusion

12,20

The account is constructed around the monologues of
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Abraham (vv 11-13) and Pharaoh (vv 18-19). The symmetry
of the structure is improved by the inclusion of 13:1
which reverses Abraham's action in 12:10. Licht suggests
that v 15 forms a tricolon "describing the pivotal fact
of the story":l3
"So they saw her, the courtiers of Pharaoh
and they praised her to Pharaoh
and the woman was taken to the house of Pharaoh".
He also suggests that on either side of this tricolon the
phrases 'my sister' (vv 13,19) and 'go well' (vv 13,16)
are repeated in reverse order to form a "carefully
balanced composition".
As regards 26:1-13 Weimar suggests the following
structure:l4
Exposition (26,lC>ll(b)
I.
Scene (26,2a~.3a.6): Jahweh-Isaac
1. Appearance speech of Jahweh (26,2a-x.,3a)
2. Fulfilment notice (Isaac) (26,6)
II.

III.

Scene (26,7-9,11): Gerarites-Abimelek-Isaac
1. Report-Speech-Report (26,7-8)
2. Dialogue Abimelek-Isaac + Edict of Abimelek
(26,9+11)
Scene (26,12-13): Isaac
1. Report (Blessing of Jahweh)
2. Concluding Notice (26,13)

(26,12)

Although both accounts contain three scenes, they
are in no way comparable. Furthermore, it is apparent
that 12:10-13:1 has a much more clearly defined structure
based upon a concentric pattern.
Van Seters offers an alternative way of viewing the
structure of 12:10-20. He suggests the the narrative
follows a 'relatively simple and straightforward'
structure commonly found in folk literature: 15
a) a situation of need, problem, or crisis
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b) a plan to deal with the problem
vv 11-13
c) execution of the plan with some complication vv 14-16
d) an unexpected outside intervention
v 17a
e) fortunate or unfortunate consequences
vv 17b-20
This structure, however, cannot be applied to
26:1-13. A difficulty arises with part (d) 'an
unexpected outside intervention'.
In 12:17a Yahweh
intervenes by sending plagues on Pharaoh's household.
In
chap. 26, however, there is no divine intervention.
After the introduction of the deception the only
unexpected intervention which occurs comes from Abimelech
(vv 8-9). Yet it is this very action which complicates
the initial plan (cf. part c). Clearly, the account in
chap. 26 cannot be made to fit the structure suggested by
van Seters for 12:10-13:1. Thus, whether one adopts the
approach of Weimar or van Seters, it is apparent that
12:10-13:1 and 26:1-13 exhibit quite different
structures.
Our comparison of the wife/sister incidents in
chaps. 12 and 26 suggests that although the episodes
employ the same motif, they are very dissimilar when one
considers such features as narrative details and
structure.
If both stories are variant accounts of the
same event, it is obvious that in the process of
transmission very substantial alterations have been made,
either to one or both of the accounts.
Alternatively, it
is equally possible that we have here reports of two
quite separate events.16 At present the weight of
evidence would tend to favour this latter possibility,
especially when one recalls that both episodes are
normally assigned to the Yahwistic source.
Having compared 12 10-13:1 and 26:1-13, let us now
introduce the third wife/sister story, 20:1-18, into our
discussion.
How does this episode relate to those we
have already considered?

9
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1. Motif

The account of Abraham's sojourn in Gerar (20:1-18)
contains all the elements of the wife/sister motif as
outlined above. Abraham's move to the region of Gerar
causes him to pretend that Sarah is his sister (vv 1-2a).
When Abimelech takes her (v 2b), God intervenes and
reveals the deception (vv 3-7). Finally, Abimelech
restores Sarah to Abraham along with various gifts (vv
9-16).

2. Narrative Details
The wife/sister account in chap. 20 differs in
various ways from those found in chaps. 12 and 26.
(1) The cast of chap. 20 brings together characters
from both 12:10-13:1 and 26:1-13; Abraham and Sarah
encounter Abimelech king of Gerar. Yet, whereas the
other episodes refer to God as Yahweh, chap. 20, apart
from v 18, uses the designation Elohim.
(2) The setting in chap. 20 is Gerar.
This locale
obviously excludes the possibility of Pharaoh being the
foreign ruler. Significantly, chap. 20 differs from
12:10-13:1 and 26:1-13 regarding the motive for the
patriarch's journey to Gerar. Famine caused Abraham and
Isaac to move to alien regions in chaps. 12 and 26
respectively.
In chap. 20, however, there is no mention
of a famine.
Indeed no explanation is offered for
Abraham's journey to Gerar.
(3) The way in which the deception is introduced to
the reader in chap. 20 differs considerably from that
found in the other accounts.
In half a verse we are
informed: 'Abraham said of Sarah his wife, "She is my
sister"' (v 2a). The very minimum of detail is given.
At this stage no reason is provided for Abraham's action;
~nly subsequently is an explanation given (vv 11-13). In
chaps. 12 and 26, however, the rationale for the
deception comes towards the beginning of the accounts
(12:11-13; 26:6-7). Also, Sarah's beauty is not
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mentioned directly in chap. 20. Yet the beauty of the
patriarch's wife plays a prominent role in the other
accounts (cf. 12:11,15; 26:7).
(4) The plot in chap. 20 involves the separation of
husband and wife.
This makes it resemble more closely
12:10-13:1. No such separation occurs in 26:1-13.
The
brief description of the deception in v 2a is immediately
followed by the statement that Abimelech sent for and
took Sarah (v 2b). How he came to know of her is
unrecorded; there is no mention of Sarah being praised to
Abimelech by others (cf. 12:15). Also, there is no
suggestion that Abraham received gifts following Sarah's
departure (cf. 12:16). Significantly, what requires six
verses in episode A for the progression of the plot
(12:11-16) is compressed into one verse (v 2) in chap.
20.
(5) The way in which the ruse is discovered in chap.
20 finds no parallel in the other episodes.
God appears
to Abimelech in a dream and reveals the full consequences
of his actions.
In chap. 12 Yahweh sends plagues upon
Pharaoh and his household, and in chap. 26 Abimelech
observes Isaac fondling Rebekah. Although it is later
revealed that God did send a plague upon Abimelech's
house (20:17-18), this only becomes relevant towards the
end of the account.
It is the dream, rather than the
plague, which leads to the discovery of the ruse.
The dream, according to Petersen, performs two main
functions within the narrative: 17 (a) it comes as a
timely intervention preventing actual adultery; (b) it
allows the author to introduce the theme of
guilt/innocence. The dialogue which constitutes the
dream revolves around the issue of Abimelech's innocence;
he will not die for taking another man's wife (20:3-7).
God acknowledges the truth of this statement, and
comments that he actually intervened in order to prevent
Abimelech touching Sarah. Here the dream introduces an
issue which neither of the other stories considers.
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(6) Abimelech's interview with Abraham is quite
dissimilar from the parallels in 12:10-13:1 and 26:1-13.
The encounter in 20:9-16 is approximately four times
longer that the respective accounts in 12:18-19 and
26:9-10, and as such it provides the fullest explanation
as to why Abraham called Sarah his sister. Abraham not
only informs Abimelech that this was his usual practice
wherever he went, but he also defends his action by
indicating that Sarah was indeed his half-sister.18
Significantly, Abimelech concedes that Abraham is in the
right, and he himself in the wrong. He then compensates
both Abraham and Sarah. In chap. 12, however, Pharaoh
apparently acknowledges no guilt on his own part.
Whereas Abimelech offers Abraham the freedom to live
where he chooses, Pharaoh expels him from Egypt. In
Isaac's encounter with Abimelech (26:9-11) the discussion
centres on what might have happened had Abimelech not
uncovered the ruse.
Another difference between the accounts concerns the
way in which the patriarch gains wealth. In chap. 20
Abraham is enriched when Sarah is. returned (v 16). In
chap. 12, however, Abraham receives riches when Sarah is
taken into Pharaoh's household (v 16). Isaac, on the
other hand, blessed by Yahweh, grows wealthy through his
own labours as a farmer (26:12-13).
(7) The events in the final verses of chap. 20 are
unique to this account. Abraham, as a prophet (cf. v 7),
prays to God to heal Abimelech, his wife and female
slaves; a divine plague prevents Abimelech's household
from bearing children. Abraham's intercession restores
things to their former order. In the other incidents the
patriarch does not exercise such a mediatorial role.
(8) When compared for 'completeness' chap. 20 offers
the fullest explanation of Abraham's motive for declaring
that his wife is his sister (20:11-13). Also, the topic
of guilt receives greater treatment. Yet, in marked
contrast, chap. 20 contains the shortest account of the
actual deception and abduction.
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From this comparison of the narrative details it
appears that chap. 20 differs from the other accounts in
a variety of ways. Although some similarities exist,
20:~-18 has quite a number of distinctive features.
3. Structure
As regards the structure of 20:1-18 Weimar proposes
the following outline: 19
Exposition (20,1.2): Abraham-Abimelek
I. Scene (20,3-7): Elohim-Abimelek
1. Speech of Elohim (in dream) (20,3.4a)
2. Speech of Abimelek (to Elohim) (20,4b.5)
3. Speech of Elohim (in dream) (20,6.7)
II.

III.

Scene (20,8.9a.10-12): Abimelek-servants-Abraham
1. Action (+ Speech) of Abimelek (Servants) (20,8)
2. Speech(es) of Abimelek (to Abraham) (20,9a.10)
3. Speech of Abraham (to Abimelek) (20,11.12)
Scene (20,14-18): Abimelek-Abraham-Sarah
1. Action of Abimelek (Abraham) (20,14)
2. Speech of Abimelek (to Abraham und Sarah)
(20,15.16)
3. Action (Intercession of Abraham + healing by
Elohim) (20,17.18)

Weimar's division of the narrative into three scenes
reflects his own supposition that the oldest form of the
tradition contained three scenes.20 Yet, as it stands at
present, the narrative consists of only two main scenes
(vv 3-7; 8-17). The former scene occurs during the
night, the latter by day. Whereas the first scene
consists of a carefully constructed palistrophe, the
second makes use of parallel panels:
Introduction (20:1-2): Abraham - Abimelech
1. Travel to Gerar (v 1)
2. Deception and abduction (v 2)
13
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Scene I. (20:3-7): God appears to Abimelech in a
dream by night
A v 3 Behold you are a dead man
B v 3 You have taken a man's wife
C v 4 Abimelch has not approached her
D v 4 Abimelech claims to be innocent
E v 5 In the integrity of my heart
F v 6 God said to him in a dream
E' v 6 In the integrity of my heart
D' v 6 God kept him from sinning
C' v 6 I did not let you touch her
B' v 7 Restore the man's wife
A' v 7 You shall live; if not you shall die
Scene II. (20:8-17a): Abraham appears before
Abimelech by day
A Abimelech reveals his dream to his servants
(v 8)

B Abimelech questions Abraham (v 9)
C Abimelech again questions Abraham (v 10)
D Abraham explains his actions (vv 11-13)
A' Abimelech gives Abraham gifts (v 14)
B' Abimelech offers Abraham land (v 15)
C' Abimelech vindicates Sarah (v 16)
D' Abraham prays for Abimelech (v 17a)
Conclusion (20:17b-18): God - Abimelech
1. God heals Abimelech's household (vv 17b-18)
Although scene I reveals a carefully constructed
palistrophe, the structure of scene II is perhaps less
obvious. Verses 8-17a comprise eight paragraphs, the
initial subject of each of the first four paragraphs
being paralleled in the second half of the structure.
When 20:1-18 is considered in the light of van
Seters' treatment of 12:10-20, the first three elements
of his structure constitute merely two verses out of
eighteen (vv 1-2). On the other hand, whereas chap. 12
takes only three verses to record the discovery of the
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ruse and Abraham's subsequent encounter with Pharaoh, the
equivalent events in chap. 20 are expanded to fourteen
verses ( 3-16) .
From the above discussion it is clear that although
all three wife/sister stories employ the same motif, they
differ considerably regarding narrative details and
structure.
If the wife/sister accounts are duplicate records of
the same original event, how does one account for the
differences which now exist between them? Koch explains
the variations between the separate episodes as the
result of oral transmission: "The divergences in the
three narratives do not seem to have arisen
intentionally, but rather through the course of oral
transmission which will probably have taken place in
different regions, and perhaps at different times. 11 21 He
also assumes that, "all three tales about the ancestress
of Israel once circulated as independent narratives. 11 22
But is Koch correct in assuming that (a) the divergence
between the accounts is unintentional, and (b) the three
accounts circulated independently of one another?
When the three episodes are placed side by side it
is remarkable that no two narratives expand on the same
part of the tradition.
This may be illustrated as
follows:

Reason for local
The deception occurs
Abduction of wife
Discovery of ruse
Interview with foreign
ruler
Final outcome

chap. 12

chap. 20

chap. 26

v 10
vv 11-13
vv 14-16
v 17

v 1
v 2a
v 2b
vv 3-7

vv 1-6a
vv 6b-7

vv 18-19
v 20,13:1

vv 8-16
vv 17-18

vv 9-10
vv 11-13

v 8

This comparison of the accounts suggests that they
have been harmonised to prevent any unnecessary
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duplication when viewed as part of a larger work. Thus,
for example, in chap. 20 the plan of the deception and
Sarah's abduction are described in one verse. In chap.
12, however, this part of the account occupies six
verses. On the other hand, Abraham's encounter with
Abimelech (20:8-16) is recounted in substantially more
detail than the equivalent encounter with Pharaoh
(12:18-19). That the narratives assumed this form due to
oral development alone seems most unlikely. Koch's view
that, "the divergence in the three narratives do not seem
to have arisen intentionally", must be rejected. If the
episodes were true oral variants we would surely observe
a greater degree of overlap between them.
Nor is it apparent that all three accounts
originally circulated in oral form independently of one
another. Thus van Seters argues that the narratives in
chaps. 20 and 26 never existed orally. Rather, they are
literary compositions based upon the account in 12:10-20.23

Central to van Seters's approach is the belief that
the chap. 12 account represents the oldest form of the
wife/sister tradition. 24 The structure of 12:10-20, and
its self-contained nature, both indicate that the
narrative had an oral background.25 As regards 20:1-18,
he concludes that it was composed as a literary work
dependent on 12:10-20:
Story B is not simply a variant tradition that has
slowly evolved somewhat differently from that of
story A. It bears no marks of such an oral
tradition, either in its basic structure or in its
manner of telling. At every point where there is a
difference between story A and story B, the latter
has given up the folktale point of interest for
moral and theological concerns. Finally, story B
exhibits a number of "blind motifs," foreshortening,
and backward allusions that can only be acounted for
by viewing it as directly dependent upon story A. 26
This last observation is worth underlining. The brief
way in which chap. 20 outlines Abraham's plan (v 2a) and

16

Alexander, Genesis, IBS 11, January 1989
Abimelech's abduction of Sarah (v 2b) clearly presupposes
that the reader is already aware of a similar
development. Without prior knowledge of 12:11-15 the
events recorded in 20:2 are incomprehensible.
Similarly,
the comment in 20:13, "at every place to which we come",
suggests that the author of this verse was already
familiar with an account in which Abraham pretends that
Sarah is his sister.
As Westermann observes, "Ch. 20
presumes a knowledge of eh. 12. "27
The same arguments apply to 26:1-13. Van Seters
suggests that the form of the story in chap. 26 does not
follow a folktale model. 28 Rather story C is a "li terai'y
conflation of both the other stories" with the purpose of
paralleling the life of Isaac with that of Abraham.29
Westermann also accepts that 26:1-13 presupposes the
earlier wife/sister episodes: "Gen 26:1-11 is no more an
independent and originally oral narrative that is
20:1-18.
It is a literary imitation of 12:10-20 which at
the same time takes up motifs form 20:1-18. 1130
There are, however, a number of scholars who argue
that 26:1-13 reflects the earliest form of the
wife/sister narrative. 31 This view is based on the
assumption that story C reflects a more natural, and
therefore more original, form of the tradition.
It is
argued, for example, that the most primitive version of
the story lacked any divine intervention. Only as the
tradition developed was this element introduced.32 For
the same reason, Abimelech and Gerar are taken to be more
original that Pharaoh and Egypt.
"It is much easier to
imagine a story being transferred from a relatively small
and insignificant king and country to one that is
generally known, such as Egypt and its ruler, than it
would be the other way round. 1133 Similarly, Isaac is
thought to be more original than Abraham.
The general rule in the transmission of the saga is
that the least known figure is the original (compare
the change from the king of Gerar to the Pharaoh of
Egypt). Accordingly Isaac was originally the
subject; he was later replaced by Abraham, who for
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the Israelites represented their ideal of the
god-fearing Israelite. 34
These arguments for the priority of 26:1-13 depend upon
two important assumptions.
First, oral traditions always
develop in exactly the same way: the more natural account
may be reckoned to be the oldest; the least known figure
is the more original.
Secondly, the account in chap. 26
circulated orally prior to its inclusion in Genesis.
Yet
both of these assumptions are highly questionable.
It is
extremely difficult to verify or falsify general
statements about the way in which oral accounts may have
developed.
Can one assume that, without exception, all
oral traditions develop in exactly the same way?
Probably not!
A more immediate problem, however, is
whether or not the account in chap. 26 ever circulated as
an independent oral story. Van Seters rejects the oral
origin of story C. Furthermore, he and Westermann both
accept that 26:1-13 presupposes the other wife/sister
episodes.
These observations hardly sustain the view
that story C is the most primitive account.
On the basis of the preceding discussion we may make
three general observations regarding· the wife/sister
episodes in Genesis.
First, apart from having the same
basic motif, they diverge considerably regarding
narrative details and structure.
If the episodes are
duplicate accounts of the same event, they must have had
a long oral history in order for the stories to have
developed such differing features.
The existing
differences could hardly have arisen over a short period
of time.
Secondly, the narratives avoid unnecessary
repetition of details and expand upon quite different
aspects of the wife/sister motif.
These differences
cannot be explained solely on the basis of oral
transmission.
The narratives have been shaped to some
extent by a literary process. Thirdly, 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 the development of accounts B and C.
Clearly these three factors have important implications
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for our understanding of the process by which these
accounts were composed and incorporated into the book of
Genesis.
Unfortunately, in the past, many scholars have jumped too
quickly to the assumption that the wife/sister episodes
must all relate to one original incident, and that the
differences between them are due to the process of oral
transmission. But, as we have demonstrated above, one
cannot assume that the present shape of the narratives
represents accurately their form during oral
transmission. The task of reconstructing the oral and
redactional history of these accounts is much more
involved than is generally acknowledged.
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