THE SHEM-TERAH-ABRAHAM ACCOUNT (Part 2)

Genesis 18:1-25:18

Key verse: 12:2

“I will make you into a great nation and I will bless you;

I will make your name great, and you will be a blessing.”
In today’s passage we read the second half of the Shem-Terah-Abraham account.  This account is the record of God’s work in the descendants of Shem who were a part of Seth’s descendants who were themselves a part of Adam’s descendents.   This tells us that today’s passage is really about the continuation of God’s work that began in the very beginning.  What was this work?  In view of Romans we can say that it was the work of bringing the Righteousness down to earth.  Or in other words God’s addressing the fundamental problem of the world, that is the absence of himself.  When we read Paul’s letter to the Romans where he talks about the Righteousness its clear that he was talking about the appearance of God in Jesus Christ.  But through writing today’s message I learned that the Righteousness actually appeared before this.  So it is very good that we study today’s passage before our summer conference.  May open our eyes and help us to see how the story of Abraham is related to the story of Jesus Christ and how both of these stories have to do with the Righteousness coming down to earth.  I pray in Jesus name, Amen.  

In 18:1 we read, “The LORD appeared to Abraham near the great trees of Mamre while he was sitting at the entrance to his tent in the heat of the day.”  Abraham was quick to get up and meet the three men outside of his tent.  He said, ““If I have found favor in your eyes, my lord, do not pass your servant by. Let a little water be brought, and then you may all wash your feet and rest under this tree. Let me get you something to eat, so you can be refreshed and then go on your way—now that you have come to your servant.”  Genesis 7:8 says Abraham “ran to the herd and selected a choice, tender calf and gave it to a servant, who hurried to prepare it.  He then brought some curds and milk and the calf that had been prepared, and set these before” the men.  Whether this was what Abraham did to every one who passed by is hard to say.  John Calvin commented that even a rich man like Abraham could not afford to do this for everyone.  So why these men?  In John 8:40, Jesus says that those who belong to God recognize those who have been sent by God.  This suggests that Abraham recognized these men as having been sent by God. Why is this important?  It is important because it teaches us that even in our daily lives we can serve God. Often times our days are slow and uneventful much like the day in which the three men appeared before Abraham.  It is very easy to become dull to what God is doing in us and through us.  But when the Lord appeared to Abraham he recognized him and served him.  This was how the Lord blessed Abraham.  May the Lord help us to recognize him and serve him in our daily lives, I pray in Jesus name, Amen.    

In 18: 9-15 we read the men had been sent to tell Abraham that Sarah would give birth to a son in exactly one year.  This was what Abraham and Sarah wanted to hear, but it was very hard to believe.  Sarah who was listening from the tent laughed at the thought of her having Abraham’s son.  But the Lord was adamant that he would return at the appointed time and Sarah would have a son.  This probably made Sarah to stop and consider the Lord.  She knew that she was past the age of child bearing, yet she also knew that the Lord had successfully been leading her and Abraham up to that point.  This made her embarrassed that she did not believe the Lord so she lied and tried to cover her laughter up.  But the Lord reminded her of her disbelief.  Why did he do this?  The author does not say, but it seems that is was so Sarah could look back and marvel at the way the Lord had done the impossible.  When Isaac was born she would know that the Lord was bigger then her barrenness, and bigger then her disbelief.  He was the God who nothing was too hard for.  This truth is helpful for us because we all have something that we believe is impossible.  With the topic of the righteousness in mind we can say that we believe we are right and that the Lord is wrong.  But the Lord showed in this instance, and even more so in the resurrection of Jesus, that nothing is too hard for him.  Even death cannot prevent the Lord’s righteousness from coming down to earth.  May the Lord help us in the same way he helped Sarah, to come out of our own beliefs and into him, I pray in Jesus name, Amen.    

 In 18:16 – 33 we read about the second matter that the three men discussed with Abraham. After their meal the men got up to leave and Abraham walked along with them to see them on their way. Then the LORD said, “Shall I hide from Abraham what I am about to do? Abraham will surely become a great and powerful nation, and all nations on earth will be blessed through him. For I have chosen him, so that he will direct his children and his household after him to keep the way of the LORD by doing what is right and just, so that the LORD will bring about for Abraham what he has promised him” (18:17-19).  From his own words we gather the Lord considered Abraham a partner, a covenant partner who would become the father of a great and powerful nation.  More then that, he was considered to be someone who would direct his children and his household to do what was right and just.  In view of Romans we can say that he was the one who helped his children to walk in the footsteps of faith.  Those who would be born of him in Spirit would understand him and join him.  This was what it meant for Abraham to be a covenant partner with the Lord.  

At the same time it also meant he was an intermediary between the Lord and others when the Lord judged sin.  When the Lord told Abraham that he was going down to Somdom and Gomorroah to determine if what they had done was as bad as the outcry that had reached him, Abraham asked the Lord if he was going to destroy the righteous along with the wicked?  He asked whether or not the Lord would spare the city for the sake of fifty men.  The Lord answered that he would spare the city for the sake of fifty men so Abraham asked about 45, and then 40.  He kept going smaller until he got to just ten men.  At this the Lord said that even for the sake of ten men he would spare the entire city.  We learn here that being a covenant partner involves praying to the Lord as a prayer servant.  In this case Abraham pointed out that the Lord was the judge of the earth and was therefore obligated to do what was right.  He did not presume to tell the Lord what he thought he should do but rather reminded the Lord of his own righteousness.  In a sense he prayed for the Lord’s will to be done.  What was the Lord’s will?  That righteousness would prevail over wickedness, and that the Lord’s name would be known on earth as it was in heaven.   

After interceding on behalf of the Sodomites, Abraham returned to his tent and the Lord left.  Meanwhile the two angels of the Lord arrived at Sodom and found Lot sitting in the gateway of the city.  Lot greeted them and invited them to his house but the angels said they would spend the night in the city square.  However Lot insisted so strongly that the angels agreed to follow him home.  Lot’s attitude shows that there was still room in his heart for the Lord despite his move to Sodom.  His welcoming meal was less extravagant then Abraham’s but he still warm and welcoming.  Compared to the men of the city it was the epitome of hospitality.  What did the men of the city welcome the angels?  We read that all the men of the city, both young and old, surrounded the house and demanded that Lot bring out the angels so that they could have sex with them.  This gives us an idea of what sort of outcry had reached the Lord.  But still, it is hard to imagine the things that these men had done, and even harder to imagine what could have caused them to act in such a way?  Romans 1:21 reads, “Although they knew God, they neither glorified him as God nor gave thanks to him…”  Paul helps us to see that these men were not demons but people who failed to glorify God and give thanks to him.  Their actions in chapter 19 was just the end of an evil path that began with failure to glorify God and give thanks to him.  As a result they brought the Lord’s judgment on themselves.  Compared to Abraham they were on the opposite end of the spectrum.  What a difference being thankful and giving glory to God makes.  

But what about Lot?  Where did he fall in the spectrum?  We see that he was somewhere in between.  He wanted to protect the angels but he didn’t know how.  So he offered his two daughters in hope of appeasing the Sodomite men.  When this didn’t work and the angels told him they were going to destroy the city Lot hesitated to leave.  In the end the Angels had to physically lead him and his family out of the city.  After this Lot was still reluctant to flee the area so he asked if he could escape to a small town called Zoar.  This was allowed by the Lord but 19:26 says Lot’s wife looked back against God’s warning and became a pillar of salt.  These verses tell us that Lot and his family were less the perfect.  The question is, why were they saved?  Wouldn’t it have been easier for the Lord to sweep them away with the Sodomites?  The author tells us the answer in 19:29. “So when God destroyed the cities of the plain, he remembered Abraham, and he brought Lot out of the catastrophe that overthrew the cities where Lot had lived.”  According to the author, Abraham was the reason Lot and his family were sparred.  This testifies to the power of the covenant and it effect not only on the covenant recipient but on those around him.  We see the same truth testified to in the crucifixion of Jesus.  In both instances the Lord was able to save his people despite the power of sin through the covenant.         

In 19:30-38 we read the sad end of Lot’s story.  Though Lot had been allowed to stay in the town of Zoar he moved to the mountains out of fear.  Because there was no one else living in the area Lot’s daughters decided to get Lot drunk and sleep with him.  The sons they had as a result were the ancestors of the Moabites and the Ammonites.  At first it is a mystery that Lot’s daughters would do such a thing especially when we said that God was watching over them on account of Abraham.  Why didn’t they have faith in the God who rescued them from Sodom?  And why was it that the much older Abraham could wait and they could not?  The answer can be found in examining the places where they dwelled.  Abraham trusted God in the matter of the covenant and he dwelled with him.  He did not let himself be driven with fear or worry that he might not have an heir to pass the covenant to.  Lot’s daughters on the other hand dwelled in their fear and did not trust God in the matter of the covenant.  They were interested in the same thing as Abraham, that was an heir to pass the covenant to.  But they attempted to take matters into their own hands, and twisted the work of God.  This resulted in quite a different outcome then it did in the case of Abraham.  Paul testifies to this truth in Romans 6:16, “Don’t you know that when you offer yourselves to someone to obey him as slaves, you are slaves to the one whom you obey- whether you are slaves to sin, which leads to death , or to obedience, which leads to righteousness.”  Abraham offered himself as a slave to God while Lot’s daughters offered themselves as slaves to fear.  We’ve seen what the result was for Lot and his daughters but what about Abraham.  In the last story of today’s passage we read about this when Abraham is told to offer his son Isaac.  

Before this happened Abraham suffered in the land of Abimelech.  And then in chapter 21 we read of Isaac’s birth, the sending away of Hagar and Ishmael, and the treaty at Beersheba with Abimelech. These events happen one after another until we read 21:33-34, which read, “Abraham planted a tamarisk tree in Beersheba, and there he called upon the name of the LORD, the Eternal God. And Abraham stayed in the land of the Philistines for a long time.” This was how Abraham concluded his experiences in chapters 20 and 21. 

After this the Lord decided to test Abraham.  How did the Lord do this? The Lord called, “Abraham!”  How did Abraham respond to the test? “Here I am,” he replied (22:1b). Then the Lord said, “Take your son, your only son, Isaac, whom you love, and go to the region of Moriah. Sacrifice him there as a burnt offering on one of the mountains I will tell you about.”  When this story is read for the first time, there are many questions that come to mind.  Questions such as why did the Lord give Abraham a son only to ask him to give it back?  Or why did the Lord want to make Abraham do something that he didn’t want to do?  And what would have happened if Abraham didn’t offer his son?  All of these questions come to mind because the story is powerful and moving.  We sympathize with Abraham who loved his son.  But what is the main point of this story?  It is that Abraham had to choose the Lord over everything else?  If it is then the lesson we learn here is that we must be willing to sacrifice everything for the Lord.  However if it is not then we must understand what the Lord was really doing before we can say that Abraham did the right thing in this situation.  

In the following verses we read that as Abraham and Isaac approached the mountain Isaac asked a natural question, where is the lamb for the burnt offering.  Abraham answered, “God himself will provide the lamb for the burnt offering, my son” (22:8).  According to Heb 11:19 Abraham reasoned that God could raise the dead, and figuratively speaking, he did receive Isaac back from death.”  In other words Abraham was helped to see Isaac from a different perspective then his own.  A God centered perspective.  He saw that Isaac was tied to God and God was tied to Isaac.  From this perspective Isaac was no more his own then he himself was his own.  Both belonged to God.  To understand this truth deeper we need to consider what God tells Abraham in 22:12.  22:12 reads, “Do not lay a hand on the boy, “ he said.  “ Do not do anything to him.  Now I know that you fear God, because you have not withheld from me your son, you only son.”  The fear of God that is referred is Abraham’s denial of himself.  In this denial we see that God got into the one place that had been closed to him.  The place between Abraham and Isaac.  A son was all that Abraham wanted and he was given one but it was important that God not be excluded from that place.  This teaches that God wanted to fill every void in Abraham’s life with his Righteousness.  Anything that prevented this from happening was a hindrance to his work including Abraham’s attachment to Isaac.  This helps everyone who wants to follow in Abraham’s footsteps because it teaches that the point is not choosing the Lord over something else but rather letting God’s righteousness come into our lives and fill the places where he is missing.   Even our most precious possession must be offered to God if his glory is to be revealed in our lives.  What better example of this then Jesus Christ who gave up everything, including his ministry and went on to the cross so that God’s righteousness could come down to earth.  May the void’s in our lives be filled as Abraham’s was I pray in Jesus name, Amen.

  When God stopped the sacrafice of Isaac, Abraham looked up and saw a ram caught by its horns in a thicket. He went over and took the ram and sacrificed it as a burnt offering instead of his son. So Abraham called that place The LORD Will Provide. The author comments that to that day it was still said, “On the mountain of the Lord it will be provided.”  Abraham confessision was in the Lord’s ability to accomplish all things.  If the birth of Isaac was an impossibility becoming a reality this was beyond that.  Abraham came to see that truly nothing is to hard for the Lord. What did the “LORD” say at this time? The LORD promised, “though your offspring all nations on earth will be blessed, because you have obeyed me (22:18).”  Not only did the Lod plant the fear of God in Abraham he laid the groundwork for world redemption.  22:20-24 is the record of the children born to Nahor, Abraham’s brother. Rebekah was born to Nahor and she would become the wife of Isaac. The test meant the creation of a new man, and the creation of the new race through him, namely God’s children, the sons of God (Ro 8:21). 

In chapter 24 we read about the death of Sarah.  After this Abraham sent his servant to go to the land of his fahters to find a wife for Isaac.  The woman that was found was Rebekah the son of Nahor, Abraham’s brother.  In the detailed account of how Rebekah was found we see that God wanted to comfort his people. In. 25:1-18 we read that Abraham sent away all the sons of his concubines before his death, clearing the way for Isaac to receive the covenant. Yet in 25:12-18 we read the account of Ismael’s descendants telling us that the Lord remembered everyone in his covenant not just the covenant recipient.  As I mentioned through out today’s passsage the result of Abraham’s obedience to the Lord was the Righteousness coming down to earth.  In the past I thought that sin was the fundamental problem of Adam and his descendents.  However, after wrting this message I see that even more serious then sin was the absence of God.  They had all kinds of things to fill the emptiness but none of them even came close to the Righteousness.  Thank you heavenly father, for giving us a clear testimony to your grace and mercy.  Please help us to see this passage as if it were there when it happened, I pray in Jesus name, Amen.           

