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.”





	If we take Abraham’s story as a past example we do not get into the understanding of it. We should consider the fact that perhaps by the time this story was written the descendants of Ishmael were considered by Israel to be only historically related race. Yet here in 17:26 the author is seeing that the Ishmaelites were in the Abrahamic covenant just as Israel was. The author was seeing that he and his peers along with the Ishmaelites were riding on the eagles’ wings which took off the ground to fly to the far distant goal by the time of Abraham. We might perhaps be able to say the author felt scared as he saw the heights he was flying on the wings and his heart was beating as he saw the glimpse of the horizon they were heading to. He became sure of God, who he hoped for but couldn’t see (Heb 11:6), as he remembered Abraham’s story.





	Technically Abraham’s story could move to Isaac’s story from chapter 17 with a few brief lines describing of Isaac’s birth. We are somewhat puzzled and wonder about the necessity of the many detailed stories in chapters 18-25 including the longest chapter in the Bible, chapter 24, which tells us how Isaac could marry Rebekah. We often bump into this kind of question regarding the Bible record and here we see that such confusion comes to us when we fail to see the live picture of the ongoing flight of God’s covenant work. This concern matters, however, only to those who are on the eagles’ wings as we thought about in the introduction of Part 1 of the Shem-Terah-Abraham account. To those who are not riding on the eagles’ wings Abraham’s story can be taken casually, and there is nothing wrong with that attitude. May God speak to those who have eyes to see and ears to hear.





*  The LORD appeared to Abraham (18:1-19:38)





	18:1 draws a picture of Abraham waiting for God to continue the great covenant promise. He is not anxious about who can be his heir or busy minded to make an heir. He went through the heat of the day and the cold of the night with the assured hope and the longing for the city of God. He saw the living God before him, so to speak, as Abraham considered him faithful since he had heard God on the day of his circumcision (Heb 11:11). 18:1 says, “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.” 





	Now, how do you feel on a hot summer day? You do not necessarily want to work. But here Abraham is different. 18:2 says, “Abraham looked up and saw three men standing nearby. When he saw them, he hurried from the entrance of his tent to meet them and bowed low to the ground.” Then he invited the three men and served them. His words were modest but his service was rich and overflowing. 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.” Then he prepared a choice, tender calf, the whole thing of it with some curds and milk. You can feed a regiment size army with a calf and that is the amount of food Abraham served the three men. Hebrews 12-13:2 tell us the secret of Abraham’s hospitality. He welcomed God who had made him wait for the last 24 years. John Calvin commented that Abraham couldn’t serve every passerby, not to mention this richly. It wasn’t clear to John Calvin whether we should be mindful of our own religious business, if not, how far we should practice hospitality. As a practical man who attempted to establish a theocratic government in Geneva he couldn’t draw a line of the extent of Abraham’s hospitality. But those who learned from Abraham’s example have contributed to the well being of mankind; the examples are numerous such as the Salvation army, Mother Theresa and the many charitable organizations in the world. However, we learn from Jesus’ words that we lost the point when we want to figure out the extent of Abraham’s hospitability. Our Lord says in John 8:40 that Abraham welcomed God when he met others. We can learn that there was no suspicion or self-defense instinct in Abraham when he welcomed God in every encounter with others. The heat of the day did not weaken him. He could think of the well being of others in the heat. The waiting did not frustrate him. He could be hospitable even to strangers who were on the road to the uncertain future. 





	 In 18:9-15 is a story of encouragement that a covenant man can be a friend with the LORD. Let’s read those verses responsibly. Sarah does not believe and yet the LORD is lifting her up to the belief in him. Sarah’s hesitancy was reasonable, and how did the LORD help her? The key words are in 18:14a. He said, “Is anything too hard for the LORD?” Sarah was hesitant because she was thinking of the possibility. The LORD taught her to think of the LORD instead. Of course, the possibility was zero, and of course, nothing was too hard for the LORD. Sarah was now embarrassed with her unbelief. So much embarrassed that she did not hear the wonderful promise, “I will return to you at the appointed time next year and Sarah will have a son.” She was preoccupied with fear that God would punish her for her unbelief. So she lied that she did not laugh. How did the LORD help the obsessed mind? He just said in 18:15b, “Yes, you did laugh.” Praise the LORD for his kindness on his covenant people. As we know the name Isaac means laughter. Perhaps whenever he saw his son in later years Abraham was reminded of his and his wife’s mocking laughter in disbelief and the LORD’s faithful friendship.





	In 18:16-33 is the record of Abraham’s involvement in the long-term work that the LORD would bring about. After the 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). Abraham would co-work with the LORD as a covenant partner. He will speak to his descendants by his faith. Those who are born of him in Spirit would understand him and join him. What could be that which the LORD had promised to Abraham? The nation of Israel is too small. World evangelization is not enough. We have to learn the height, depth, width and length of it as we grow in the knowledge of our God. God will give you as much as you believe and what you believe.





	In the course of bringing the promise to come true the LORD judges the sin of the world. He said to Abraham that he was going to judge Sodom and Gomorrah. Two of the angels went away toward Sodom, but Abraham remained standing before the LORD. Then he approached the LORD and began to pray for Sodom and Gomorrah. He reasoned with the LORD. His point is summed up in 18:23. He said, “Will you sweep away the righteous with the wicked?” He prayed until the LORD promised that he would not destroy Sodom if there were ten righteous men in the city. Abraham was involved in the judgment work of God. He participated in it as a prayer servant.





	Now, how can the covenant people pray to participate in God’s work? We learn from Abraham that basically he prayed the Lord’s prayer that God’s will be done. How could Abraham pray on behalf of Sodom and Gomorrah, actually for Lot, when he was supposed to submit to God? He didn’t forget that Lot was the righteous, God’s chosen one, a co-covenanter. He did not demand God for the safety of his nephew. His prayer corrects our misguided understanding of prayer. Many think they can corner God with their demanding prayer. They take an example of the persistent widow in the parable of Jesus. They quote Jesus’ promise that God hears whatever we pray. Then they are confused when they didn’t get what they prayed for. May the Lord’s Prayer be our prayer. “Our Father who is in heaven, hallowed be your name. Your kingdom come. Your will be done on earth as it is in heaven. Give us this day our daily bread. Forgive us of our sins as we forgive our debtors, and lead us not into temptation but deliver us from evil. Yours is the kingdom, and the power and the glory forever. Amen.”





	When the LORD had finished speaking with Abraham, he left, and Abraham returned home. Meanwhile the two angels arrived at Sodom in the evening. What happened when they arrived at Sodom? Lot greeted them and invited them into his house and served them with a meal. We should take note of God’s counsel of Lot. He was a busy man. But here he had room in his mind to welcome the LORD, eyes to recognize and ears to hear. Even before Abraham prayed the LORD had Lot in his mind to save him. He wouldn’t lose his covenant people, even the hair of them. 





	Before they had gone to bed, all the men from every part of the city of Sodom, both young and old, surrounded the house. They demanded that Lot bring out the two men. They wanted to violate the men. We wonder why. Then we hear, “Although they knew God, they neither glorified him as God nor gave thanks to him…” (Ro 1:21). We may not understand what it is to glorify God, but we do understand what it is to give thanks to God. Relate the horrible picture of the Sodomites to the unthankful heart. We should fear and learn to thank God. When they were not thankful they became the object of God’s judgment rather than participating in God’s judgment work as a prayer servant.





	How did the LORD save Lot? God saved him by force because he was reluctant. 19:16 says, “When he hesitated, the men grasped his hand and the hands of his wife and of his two daughters and led them safely out of the city, for the LORD was merciful to them.” The sons-in-law who took the warning of the judgment as a joke were left out. Still Lot was dragging his feet and wanted to escape to Zoar. He wanted to keep a low profile to go through the judgment. The LORD allowed the request though Lot meant not to listen to God. 19:26 says Lot’s wife looked back against God’s warning not to look back or stop and became a pillar of salt. We can picture the unruly character of Lot and his family. Why didn’t the LORD leave him alone? Wasn’t he a big headache? Wouldn’t he become even a bigger headache to the LORD, a thorn in the side of his people in history? Why did he bother to save the troublemaker? What was the author’s interpretation of the reason for the rescue of Lot in 19:29? He said, “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.” What does he mean? Does he mean that Lot was trash and Abraham was a neat guy? He was testifying to God’s faithful, mighty hand with which he was protecting Lot’s descendants in the author’s time. He was testifying to God whose glory would not diminish because of the Sodomites or because of Lot and his children.





	In 19:30-38 is the story that most people want to skip in their Bible study. Though Lot insisted to stay in Zoar he and his two daughters eventually left the city and settled in the mountains. He chose the city with fear and so by fear he had to leave the city. Like their father, the daughters were driven with fear that their family line would be discontinued. We should not dismiss their concern as if theirs was a biological instinct. They were thinking of how they could continue their family line before God. The daughters used their father to conceive. The product was the Moabites and the Ammonites, who would be a constant threat against Israel for a long period of time. What can we understand here? We can think of Abraham’s attitude in chapter 24 and in chapter 22. He did not let himself be driven with the obsession to continue the covenant history. He was mindful of it, but knew to wait for God. After all, the covenant was God’s own. He was grafted to it by God’s grace. Lot’s daughters took the matter of the covenant into their own hands. In the prophets we read that the LORD protected the Moabites and the Ammonites to the end. He would eventually wash them in the blood of his own Son. That was perhaps what the author foresaw when he remembered God’s tolerance of the wickedness of Lot and his two daughters. That is what he means in 18:1: “The LORD appeared to Abraham…” Praise and thanks be to God for his appearance.





*  Abraham called upon the name of the LORD, the Eternal God (20:1-21:34)





	Chapter 20 is the story of Abraham’s suffering in the land of Abimelech, chapter 21 is the story of Isaac’s birth and the sending away of Hagar and Ishmael, and finally the treaty at Beersheba with Abimelech. The story moves fast until we read 21:33-34, which say, “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.” That was Abraham’s conclusion of his experience in the two chapters and the concluding words of the author as well.





	We have just read in the last two chapters that Abraham could have been the greatest figure in history. How great was he? As someone said it is impossible to measure the significance of Abraham. He began the Jewish race. He received the eternal promises of God. Through him three major religions, Judaism, Christianity, and Islam, trace their roots. Most of all, for the story at least, he reverses the situation found in Genesis 1-11. As the man of faith, he helped to defeat the serpent. As an heir of the earth, perhaps, he could ease the curses placed on the human race. As a blessing for all nations, the tower of Babel curse may be reversed. “Now,” 20:1 says, “Abraham moved on from there into the region of the Negev and lived between Kadesh and Shur. For a while he stayed in Gerar…” The greatest in human history did not have even an inch of his own land. So how did he live? He had to do his best for survival. Obviously it was dangerous to have a wife, especially a beautiful one. Any strong guy could kill the husband to take the wife. So Abraham and his wife decided to tell others that they were sister and brother. Before we laugh at Abraham’s habitual lie we should remember his suffering to live as a covenant person. We are not talking about sympathy. We are talking about reverence. We shouldn’t see Abraham or anyone in the covenant with merely common sense instinct. 





	But we may ask why Abraham had fear of Abimelech? He said in 20:11, “I said to myself, ‘There is surely no fear of God in this place, and they will kill me because of my wife.’ Besides, she really is my sister, the daughter of my father though not of my mother; and she became my wife. 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.”’” At any rate, Abraham almost lost his wife, but God protected him and Sarah. Through this Abraham learned that the LORD rules the land even of those who do not fear him.





	At the birth of Isaac Abraham learned more. 21:1-2 say, “Now the LORD was gracious to Sarah as he had said, and the LORD did for Sarah what he had promised. Sarah became pregnant and bore a son to Abraham in his old age, at the very time God had promised him.” Abraham gave the name Isaac to the son Sarah bore him. When his son Isaac was eight days old, Abraham circumcised him, as God commanded him. The covenant work kicked on. Nothing could stop it. Abraham was a hundred years old when his son Isaac was born to him. What was special about Isaac’s birth? Out of all the miraculous signs, Abraham now could see that the LORD is the Eternal God, who is always. For us it is a big deal to be one hundred years old, but for him 100 years doesn’t mean any difference. The good thing about this truth is that Abraham acquired the life which defies age, and that is precisely what it is to live a covenant life. Of course, Isaac’s birth was an indescribably great experience, perhaps the only experience in human history. But learning of God that he is the Eternal God was even more. It was salvation, something to make us laugh with joy always. That is exactly what Sarah expressed. She said, “God has brought me laughter, and everyone who hears about this will laugh with me.” And she added, “Who would have said to Abraham that Sarah would nurse children? Yet I have borne him a son in his old age.” She means more than the joy of becoming a new mother. What she said here is the same expression as what Abraham said in 21:33.





	Abraham learned that the LORD is the Eternal God deeper in the matter of sending Hagar and Ishmael away. Why did Sarah ask Abraham to get rid of Hagar and Ishmael? 21:8-10 tells us the reason. “The child grew and was weaned, and on the day Isaac was weaned Abraham held a great feast. But Sarah saw that the son whom Hagar the Egyptian had borne to Abraham was mocking, and she said to Abraham, ‘Get rid of that slave woman and her son, for that slave woman’s son will never share in the inheritance with my son Isaac.’” Why was Sarah so sensitive to the playfulness of a teenager? In Galatians 4:30 the issue is explained. The boy who was born in the ordinary way scorned at the one who was born by the Spirit. 





	Abraham was distressed with Sarah’s demand. He knew Sarah was right. But how could he get rid of Ishmael, his son? But God said to him, “Do not be so distressed about the boy and your maidservant. Listen to whatever Sarah tells you, because it is through Isaac that your offspring will be reckoned. I will make the son of the maidservant into a nation also, because he is your offspring.” As he had promised God saved Hagar and he was with Ishmael as the boy grew up. In the prophets we read that God protected Ishmael’s descendants from the Israelites as they invaded the promised land. Abraham’s confession of the LORD, the Eternal God, is from this experience as well.





	As we find in 23:5 by this time Abraham became a mighty prince among the people in the land, probably the most powerful, since he had defeated Kedorlaomer king of Elam in chapter 14. But he was still an alien. He was not playing in his home ground. He did not have the rights of the natives. Though we may wonder what that could be, we all know there is such a thing. That is why we use the idiom, “New kid on the block.” Abraham had to play the underdog, a life in humiliation, as we saw the picture in chapter 20. But a strange thing happened. Abimelech came with Phicol the commander of his forces and requested a peace treaty with Abraham How was it that Abimelech could ask Abraham for a peace treaty? It could have been otherwise if Abraham could ever do that. In his words in 21:22 we can see that Abimelech was under pressure from God. How did Abraham make a peace treaty with Abimelech? He made a treaty on an equal basis. He complained to Abimelech about a well of water that Abimelech’s servants had seized. When Abimelech made the excuse of his ignorance of the matter, Abraham confirmed his right to dig a well by giving seven ewe lambs in addition to the legal number of sheep and cattle for a peace treaty. After the treaty, verse 33 says, “Abraham planted a tamarisk tree in Beersheba, and there he called upn the name of the LORD, the Eternal God.” Abraham learned that he is the steward of the land. He wouldn’t despise others. Nor would he let others despise him. They would scorn him but he would stand in God, the Eternal. What are we talking about? Again, this is the secret that can be known to those who have been in the school to learn the LORD, the Eternal God. The good example of this picture is Jesus Christ who was free. He came to release those who suffer because they consider themselves underdogs. We notice the frequent change of the usage of the “LORD” (21:1-7) to “God” (21:8-20) then to the “LORD, the Eternal God” (21:34). If anyone meditates on the difference of the words he would be understanding his God to be the Eternal God.





*  God tested Abraham (22:1-24)





	Now we are reading the famous story. There is no specific mention of the time in 22:1 and so we understand that the test is the all time truth that applies to all believers. How did “God” test Abraham? God tested if Abraham was dozing. He could since everything was taken care of and he received everything he wanted, plus. So God called the man out of nowhere, “Abraham!” How did Abraham respond to the test? “Here I am,” he replied, verse 1b says. Then God 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.”





	We wonder what this test was about. Was God testing his servant if the man had a reservation? We know that is common practice in politics and business. The test is based on suspicion and is particularly common in a political system that took power by betrayal and scheme, such as in a military regime by coup d’etat. If we think God was doing what we do in suspicion we are greatly mistaken. More than that we reveal our unbelief and mockery of God. 	Look at Abraham. He didn’t have reservation, and God knew it. He got up early in the morning and took Isaac with him to offer him. We are talking about a different level of test by a different level of being. We learn what the test was about and what it was from Abraham and from God’s words. 





	As they approached the mountain his son Isaac asked a very natural question, “Father?” he called Abraham. “Yes, my son?” The fire and wood are here,” Isaac said, “but where is the lamb for the burnt offering?” Abraham answered, “God himself will provide the lamb for the burnt offering, my son”(22:8). What was Abraham’s reasoning to offer Isaac? He reasoned that “God could raise the dead, and figuratively speaking, he did receive Isaac back from death” (Heb 11:19). In other words, he saw that Isaac was tied to God, and God to him. In God was Isaac, to God was the boy for by God was the young boy. Abraham did not protest because God seemed to be messing up his own project. Again he saw the will of God was from God and by God and was God. He was just a servant by the grace of God. Isaac was not his own belonging. He learned from God that Isaac was an independent covenanter along with him, though next to him. The father-son relationship between him and his son was not a biological one, but of the Spirit, of the covenant. We may still wonder what the test was about. We learn it from God’s words in 22:12. 





	What did the “LORD” say to Abraham when he was going to slay his son? “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, your only son.” (22:12). The fear of God here means denial of himself, rather than his zeal. Looking back at Abraham’s life so far we are amazed with this conclusion. Abraham had a definite hope to have a son and Isaac was the sign from God. As God himself said Abraham didn’t even have the right to do anything with Isaac for the boy belonged to God. Everything was set and everything was in order. Even God couldn’t get in, it seems. That is what God cracked open. God was all. We see the precise revelation of this truth in the death of Jesus Christ. He came to save the world and for that he was crucified. Yet he was abandoned by God when he was crucified. The strange thing about the gospel of Jesus Christ is that when he was gone there came God’s glory and he rose from the dead. We shouldn’t misuse God’s test to check the loyalty of people. That is a test of God.





	When God stopped him from offering his son, 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. And to this day it is said, “On the mountain of the LORD it will be provided.” Abraham was confessing that God will complete his work by his own zeal and faithfulness. He meant to trust the One who promised him. What did the “LORD” say a second time? The LORD promised especially in 22:18, “and though your offspring all nations on earth will be blessed, because you have obeyed me.” The groundwork of world redemption was prepared. That was the purpose of the test, and through the test God planted in Abraham the faith to fear God and him only.	 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). See how God worked in Nahor? Abraham wasn’t aware what the birth of Rebekah meant.





*  The death of Sarah, the marriage of Isaac and the death of Abraham (23:1-25:18)





	Chapter 23 Sarah dies and Abraham purchased her burial place. The burial site was deeded to Abraham, and it would be the symbolic place for Abraham’s descendants to remind them of the hope of the city of God.





	Chapter 24 is the detailed story of how Abraham’s servant could bring Rebekah to Isaac. We learn from Abraham’s reason to insist to get a wife for his son Isaac from his own relatives that he considered Isaac as God’s covenant person. We learn from his reason not to take Isaac back to his own home country even if that meant the cancellation of marriage that his hope was in God himself (24:1-9). In the deatiled desription of how the servant found Rebekah and suceeded to bring her back to Isaac we learn that Isaac’s marriage is God’s testimony for us.What was the result? There was much comfort (24:67). God meant to comfort his people.





	In. 25:1-18 we learn Abraham’s final preparation of his son Isaac for the covenant. He sent away all the sons of his concubines before his death. He meant separation of Isaac. Yet in 25:12-18 is the record of the account of Ishmael. Through Isaac God was going to deliver all people including Ishmael’s descendants. Among the children of Abraham by Keturah, his second wife, Midian is particularly mentioned in 25:1-4. He would take a role in God’s history, though sometimes a bad one, but his descendants also would be gathered into God’s redemption.	


