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Stories with a Twist
[321]

A Guest Who Comes to Town, Does One Ask Him About 
Matters Concerning Eating and Drinking, Or Does One 

Ask Him About Matters Concerning His Wife?
Insights into Babylonian Talmud, Bava Kamma 92a

Background to Our Story

Genesis, Chapter 20

1 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 who belong to 
you 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 never be done.” 10 And Abimelech asked Abraham, “What was your reason for 
doing this?”
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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 female 
slaves so they could have children again, 18  for the LORD had kept all the women in 
Abimelech’s household from conceiving because of Abraham’s wife Sarah.

What  is  your  impression  of  Abraham,  Sarah,  and  Abimelech  after 
reading the above story?

Why did Abraham say about Sarah, “she is my sister” according to the 
biblical story?

Mishnah Bava Kamma, Chapter 8:1

ת. בֹשֶׁ  ת, וּבְ בֶ שֶׁ פּוּי, בְּ רִ ר, בְּ עַ צַ נֶזֶק, בְּ ים, בְּ רִ בָ ה דְ שָּׁ מִ שּׁוּם חֲ יו מִ לָ יָּב עָ רוֹ חַ בֵ חֲ ל בַּ חוֹבֵ  הַ

כָּר בַּשּׁוּק ד נִמְ בֶ לּוּ הוּא עֶ ין אוֹתוֹ כְּאִ גְלוֹ, רוֹאִ ת רַ ר אֶ בֵּ ת יָדוֹ, שִׁ ע אֶ טַ ינוֹ, קָ ת עֵ א אֶ מָּ ד. סִ יצַ נֶזֶק כֵּ  בְּ
ינוֹ אֵ קוֹם שֶׁ נוֹ, מְ רְ פָּ ל צִ לּוּ עַ פִ אֲ ר, וַ מֵ סְ מַ פּוּד אוֹ בְ שַׁ אוֹ בְ וָ ר, כְּ עַ ה. צַ ה הוּא יָפֶ כַמָּ ה וְ יָה יָפֶ ה הָ ין כַּמָּ מִ  וְשָׁ
אֹתוֹ.  פְּ רַ יָּב לְ כָּהוּ חַ פּוּי, הִ ר כָּךְ. רִ עֵ טַ צְ יוֹת מִ הְ טֹּל לִ  ה לִ זֶה רוֹצֶ א בָ יּוֹצֵ ם כַּ ה אָדָ ין כַּמָּ דִ ה, אוֹמְ בּוּרָ ה חַ  עוֹשֶׂ
ה, רָ תְּ נִסְ ה וְ יְתָ ה, חָ רָ תְּ נִסְ ה וְ יְתָ טוּר. חָ כָּה, פָּ מַּ ת הַ מַ חֲ לֹּא מֵ יָּב. שֶׁ כָּה, חַ מַּ ת הַ מַ חֲ ם מֵ ים, אִ חִ מָ לוּ בוֹ צְ  עָ
ין, שּׁוּאִ ר קִ לוּ הוּא שׁוֹמֵ ין אוֹתוֹ כְּאִ ת, רוֹאִ בֶ אֹתוֹ. שֶׁ  פְּ רַ יָּב לְ ינוֹ חַ כָּהּ, אֵ רְ ה כָל צָ יְתָ אֹתוֹ. חָ  פְּ רַ יָּב לְ  חַ
ת יֵּשׁ אֶ בַ מְ רֹם, הַ  עָ ת הֶ יֵּשׁ אֶ בַ מְ יֵּשׁ. הַ בַּ תְ מִּ הַ יֵּשׁ וְ בַ מְ י הַ פִ כֹּל לְ  ת, הַ בֹּשֶׁ גְלוֹ.  י רַ מֵ י יָדוֹ וּדְ מֵ ן לוֹ דְ ר נָתַ בָ כְּ  שֶׁ
טוּר נֶּזֶק וּפָ ל הַ יָּב עַ יֵּשׁ, חַ זִּיק וּבִ הִ גָּג, וְ ן הַ ל מִ טוּר. נָפַ יֵּשׁ, פָּ בִּ ן שֶׁ יָשֵׁ יָּב. וְ ן, חַ יָּשֵׁ ת הַ יֵּשׁ אֶ בַ מְ הַ א, וְ סּוּמָ  הַ
א יְהֵ ד שֶׁ ת עַ בֹּשֶׁ  ל הַ יָּב עַ ינוֹ חַ יו, אֵ שָׁ בֻ מְ ה בִּ זִיקָ חֱ הֶ הּ וְ ה יָדָ חָ לְ ר )דברים כה( וְשָׁ מַ נֶּאֱ ת, שֶׁ בֹּשֶׁ  ל הַ  עַ

ן: וֵּ כַּ תְ  מִ

One who injures another is liable to pay compensation for that injury due to five 
types of indemnity: He must pay for damage, for pain, for medical costs, for loss 
of livelihood, and for humiliation. 

How is payment for damage assessed? If one blinded another’s eye, severed his 
hand, broke his leg, or caused any other injury, the court views the injured party as 
though he were a slave being sold in the slave market, and the court appraises 
how much he was worth before the injury and how much he is worth after the 
injury. The difference between these two sums is the amount that one must pay for 
causing damage. How is payment for pain assessed? If one burned another with a 
skewer or with a hot nail, or even if one burned another on his fingernail, which 
is a place where he does not cause a bruise that would affect the victim’s value 
on the slave market, the court evaluates how much money a person with a similar 
threshold for pain as the victim is willing to take in order to be made to suffer in 
this way. The one who burned the victim must then pay this amount. How is payment 
for medical costs assessed? If one struck another, then he is liable to heal him by 
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paying for his medical  costs. In a case where  growths, e.g.,  blisters or rashes, 
appeared on the injured party, if the growths are due to the blow, the one who 
struck him is liable; if the growths are not due to the blow, the one who struck him 
is  exempt. In a case where the wound  healed, and then  reopened, and again 
healed, and then  reopened, the one who struck him remains  liable to heal the 
injured party by paying for his medical costs, as it is apparent that the current wound 
resulted from the original injury. If the injury healed fully, the one who struck him is 
not liable to heal him by paying for any subsequent medical costs. How is payment 
for loss of livelihood assessed? The court views the injured party as though he 
were  a  watchman  of  cucumbers, and  the  one  who  caused  him  injury  must 
compensate him based on that pay scale for the income that he lost  during his 
convalescence. This indemnity does not take into account the value of the standard 
wages of the injured party because the one who caused him injury already gave 
him  compensation  for  his  hand  or  compensation  for  his  leg, and  that 
compensation  took  into  account  his  professional  skills.  How  is  payment  for 
humiliation assessed? It all depends on the stature of the one who humiliates the 
other and the one who is humiliated. One who humiliates a naked person, or 
one who humiliates a blind person, or one who humiliates a sleeping person is 
liable, but a sleeping person who humiliates another is exempt. If one fell from 
the roof onto another person, and thereby caused him damage and humiliated 
him, then the one who fell is liable for the indemnity of damage, since a person is 
always considered forewarned, and exempt from the indemnity of humiliation, as 
it is stated: “and putting out her hand, she takes hold of his private parts” 
(Deuteronomy 25:11); a person is not liable for humiliation  unless he intends to 
humiliate the other person.

The Text: Babylonian Talmud Bava Kamma 92a

Mishna 

ת שֶׁ ב אֵ שֵׁ ה הָ תָּ עַ ר )בראשית כ( וְ מַ נֶּאֱ נּוּ, שֶׁ מֶּ שׁ מִ קֵּ יְּבַ ד שֶׁ ל לוֹ עַ חָ ין נִמְ ן לוֹ, אֵ הוּא נוֹתֵ י שֶׁ ל פִּ  אַף עַ
ת ים אֶ לֹהִ א אֱ פָּ יִּרְ ים וַ לֹהִ אֱ ל הָ ם אֶ הָ רָ ל אַבְ לֵּ פַּ יִּתְ ר )שם( וַ מַ נֶּאֱ י, שֶׁ זָרִ ל אַכְ מּוֹחֵ א הַ לֹּא יְהֵ נַּיִן שֶׁ גוֹ'. וּמִ  וְ

גוֹ' ךְ וְ לֶ ימֶ בִ  …אֲ

Despite the fact that the assailant gives to the victim all of the required payments 

for  the injury,  his  transgression is  not forgiven for him until  he requests 

forgiveness from the victim, as it is stated that God told Abimelech after he had 

taken Sarah from Abraham: “Now therefore restore the wife of the man; for he 

is a prophet, and he shall pray for you, and you shall live” (Genesis 20:7). And from 

where is it derived that if the victim does not forgive him that he is cruel? 

As  it  is  stated:  “And  Abraham  prayed  to  God;  and  God  healed 

Abimelech, and his wife, and his maidservants; and they bore children” (Genesis 

20:17).

Bonus According to the above Mishna, who is the victim in the biblical 

story involving Abraham, Sarah, and Abimelech?

Gemara 

ין ם, אֵ עוֹלָ בָּ יוֹת שֶׁ י נְבָ ילֵ ל אֵ יא כׇּ בִ ילּוּ הֵ פִ רוֹ – אֲ עֲ ל צַ בָ תּוֹ; אֲ י בוֹשְׁ מֵ רוּ – דְּ אָמְ לּוּ שֶׁ ל אֵ נַן: כׇּ בָּ נוּ רַ  תָּ
ךָ״. דְ עַ ל בַּ לֵּ פַּ יִתְ יא הוּא, וְ י נָבִ ישׁ כִּ אִ ת הָ שֶׁ ב אֵ שֵׁ ר: ״הָ מַ נֶּאֱ נּוּ. שֶׁ מֶּ שׁ מִ קֵּ יְּבַ ד שֶׁ ל לוֹ עַ חָ  נִמְ
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י? דּוֹרֵ י אַהְ עֵ א בָּ ר לָ ת אַחֵ שֶׁ י, אֵ דּוֹרֵ י אַהְ עֵ יא בָּ ת נָבִ שֶׁ אֵ  דְּ
גוֹי : ״הֲ תְּ רַ א אָמְ קָ קוֹם. וּדְ ל מָ כׇּ ישׁ״ – מִ אִ ת הָ שֶׁ ב אֵ שֵׁ ן: ״הָ י יוֹנָתָ בִּ ר רַ נִי אָמַ מָ ר נַחְ ל בַּ מוּאֵ י שְׁ בִּ ר רַ  אָמַ
ר בָ יא הוּא, וּכְ י הוּא!״ נָבִ ה אָחִ רָ יא אָמְ יא גַּם הִ הִ יא, וְ י הִ חֹתִ  י אֲ ר לִ לֹא הוּא אָמַ רֹג?! הֲ  הֲ יק תַּ דִּ  גַּם צַ
ין לִ תּוֹ שׁוֹאֲ שְׁ י אִ קֵ סְ ל עִ ין אוֹתוֹ, אוֹ עַ לִ יָּה שׁוֹאֲ תִ ה וּשְׁ ילָ כִ י אֲ קֵ סְ ל עִ יר – עַ עִ א לָ בָּ נַאי שֶׁ סְ ד: אַכְ ימֵּ  לִ

יא?״ ךָ הִ חוֹתְ יא?״ ״אֲ ךָ הִ תְּ שְׁ  אוֹתוֹ – ״אִ

The Sages taught: All these sums that in the previous mishna they said one is 

liable to pay for humiliating another are the compensation for his humiliation, 

for which there is a set amount. But for the victim’s pain caused by the assailant, 

even if the assailant brings as offerings all the rams of Nebaioth (see Isaiah 

60:7) that are in the world, which are of the best quality, his transgression is not 

forgiven for him until he requests forgiveness from the victim, as it is stated: 

“Restore the wife of the man; for he is a prophet, and he shall pray for 

you” (Genesis 20:7). 

Having quoted the verse, the Gemara asks: Shall one infer from here that the wife 

of a prophet needs to be returned, but the wife of another individual need 

not be returned? 

The Gemara answers. Rabbi Shmuel bar Naḥmani says that Rabbi Yonatan 

says: This is how the verse should be understood: “Restore the wife of the man” 

in any case, since she is his wife. And with regard to that which you, Abimelech, 

said: “Will you slay even a righteous nation? Did he not say himself to 

me: She is my sister, and she, even she herself, said: He is my brother?” 
(Genesis 20:4–5), the answer is that you, Abimelech, are not so righteous, since the 

reason Abraham said that Sarah was his sister is that he is a prophet, and he 

already learned how to conduct himself based on your behavior. As with regard to 

a guest who comes to town, does one ask him about matters concerning 

eating and drinking, or does one ask him about matters concerning his 

wife? Does one ask a guest: Is she your wife? Is she your sister? 

Explaining the Story -  What is going on in our story? (Explain the 

sequence of events) 
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Comprehension and Analysis Questions

Bonus How do you learn from the biblical verse above (Genesis 20:7) 

that the assailant must ask for forgiveness from his victim?

Extra Bonus How does Rabbi Shmuel bar Naḥmani in the name of Rabbi 

Yonatan understand the expression “for he is a prophet” in the biblical verse? 

How is Abraham a prophet according to  Rabbi  Shmuel bar Naḥmani in the 

name of Rabbi Yonatan?

 Abimelech tries to exculpate himself by saying: “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.”  What  is  Abraham’s  argument  to  expose  Abimelech’s  guilt,  if  not 

wickedness? 

“The Twist” – Or the Lessons We Can Learn from This Text.

 Tell me what your question is, and I will tell you what you are thinking.

Rabbi  Shmuel  bar  Naḥmani,  in  the  name  of  Rabbi  Yonatan,  exposes 

Abimelech’s true intentions in the biblical story, while teaching us that we can 

learn a lot about a person’s character from the questions he or she asks. 

Our story reminds us that questions or comments that seem harmless and 

innocent, can indeed be very hurtful, even to people we confess we care for; 

and invites us to discern the true intentions and subliminal agendas in our 

words.

Can you think of some seemingly harmless or innocent questions or 

comments that carry an ulterior motive, or that have the potential to hurt 

other people? 
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