Abram to the Rescue (Genesis 14:1-15:1; 22/3/09)
Introduction

I arrived home the other evening, and my wife was in the middle of watching a film. I was just about to ask what it was all about, when she said, “Don’t ask me to explain. It’s much too complicated!” Then I realised that by the time she’d explained the plot to me, the film would be finished!

Sometimes stories are complicated. This chapter in the life of Abram is just so. Let’s try and work out what is happening. 

There’s going to be a battle. Four kings will fight against five kings. The four kings seem to have had the upper hand. They’ve reigned over the the five kings for twelve years. But now the five kings rebel. They want independence (v1-4). But while the four kings (Kerdorlaomer and co.) have their armies mustered they also extend their territories elsewhere by defeating various peoples including the Amalekites and the Amorites (v5-7). So far, so good for the four kings!

Now the five kings draw up their battle lines. They include the kings of Sodom and Gomorrah, two cities of the plain. We’re not told much about the battle; the result is most important: the five kings lose. Some of the soldiers fall into tar pits, and Sodom and Gomorrah are sacked – all the food and goods are seized, including Lot, Abram’s nephew, and his possessions (v8-12).
In some ways this narrative shows us that there’s nothing new under the sun. The history of the world is full of wars and rumours of wars, nation rising against nation. It’s just the same today.

But there’s something else here worth noting. While the international scene is taken up with kings and their armies, where is God? He is working out his purposes for the world not through mighty powers but through the history of one man, Abram, whom he has promised to make inot a great nation and bless the world through him. Who would have guessed that? If Sky news covered the war, would they have reported about Abram? No! But God’s ways are always different from man’s ways. He’s always working out his purposes in his own way. 

1) Lot: Loving the World (v12) 
Verse 12 links the story back to chapter 13. Abram suggested that he and Lot separate, giving Lot first choice (v9). Lot chose the plain of the Jordan, and pitched his tents near Sodom – where the people were wicked and were sinning greatly against the LORD (v10). Now we find Lot living in Sodom. I think the writer is making a point! He plots Lots slippery slide away from the LORD. I wonder what convinced him to leave his tents and live in the city? I can imagine him rationalising it with his wife: ‘It would be so much better for business, so much safer and so much more comfortable for you, dear! We’ll start moving up in the world!’ Lot is mentioned twice in these verses; on both occasions it’s Lot and his possessions (v12, 16). Perhaps that sums up his attitude. He learns the frightening lesson that city life and plenty of possessions provide false security. The four kings come along and carry him off as a captive. Lot, tragically, comes across as a man who loves the world, a man of worldliness, who is storing up his treasures on earth (Mat 6:19).
We all face this temptation to be dazzled by the world. Jesus faced it very strongly indeed. At the beginning of his ministry we’re told that the devil took him to a very high mountain and showed him all the kingdoms of the world and their splendour. “All this I will give you,” he said, “if you will bow down and worship me.” The temptation was to be dazzled by physical splendour, and so to forget his love for God his Father, and the plan of the cross and the glory beyond it; to love possessions and to live for the present. Jesus recognised the temptation, and resisted it: “Away from me, Satan! For it is written: Worship the Lord your God and serve him only” (Mt 4:8-10). 
So what are you worshipping? What dazzles you? Are you on a slippery slope away from love and worship of the God of grace? How subtle this can be! Listen to the warnings of Scripture: Do not love the world or anything in the world. If anyone loves the world, the love of the Father is not in him. What is meant here by the world? John explains: For everything in the world – the cravings of sinful man, the lust of his eyes and the boasting of what he has and does – comes not from the Father but from the world (1 John 2:15-17). It’s this spirit of the world against God that we are told not to love. Rather: godliness with contentment is great gain (1 Tim 6:6). Ask the Lord to help you love and find your joy in him.
2) Abram: Living in the World (v13-16, 21-24)
The Christian is called to be in but not of the world (John 17:15-16). Look at Abram. Someone brings the news about Lot’s capture. He’s allied with three brothers Mamre, Eschol and Aner (v13). Abram jumps into action: mustering his men (and his allies, v24), he pursues the four kings. He masterminds a surprise midnight attack, routes the enemy and rescues Lot. You couldn’t accuse Abram of withdrawal or non-involvement! Why does he get involved? For the sake of his nephew, just as the LORD got involved to rescue Abram from Egypt (12:17). Returning with possessions and people, the King of Sodom comes out to meet him and makes him an offer: “Give me the people and keep the goods for yourself.” What an offer! Abram refuses: I will accept nothing belonging to you…so that you will never be able to say ‘I made Abram rich.’ (v23). He doesn’t approve of the King of Sodom. Abram is in the world, but he’s living a godly life. Possessions are not the most  important things. His relationship to the LORD is what counts.

I have heard it reported that there are some churches in Torino where the pastors preach a lot about money. They teach that people should be giving to the church, but they don’t care where that money comes from. It could be made through theft, corruption, drugs or prostitution, but it doesn’t matter to them. All they care about is that money comes into the church – and presumably, the pastor gets his share! If that is true, it is tragic. It brings dishonour to the name of the Lord. God will not bless. 
It is possible to live in the world and still to honour the Lord. It’s not easy, but Christians are not called to withdraw into monasteries or holy huddles. Jesus calls his disciples to be the salt of the earth and the light of the world – having an influence for good. Like Abram, we must engage with this world: forming relationships with non-Christian people; standing up for justice. But we must not compromise our faith: Do not conform any longer to the pattern of this world, but be transformed by the renewing of your mind (Rom 12:2). So in these difficult times someone may offer you a job. You’re tempted, but it will involve immoral or illegal activities you know are wrong in God’s sight. Remember Abram! Refuse, and place your trust in God. Live such good lives among the pagans that…they may see your good deeds and glorify God on the day he visits us (1 Peter 2:12). 

3) Melchizedek: Looking forward to Jesus (v18-20)

The other king to greet Abram after his victory is Melchizedek, king of Salem, meaning king of righteousness and peace (Heb 7:2). But he’s also priest of God most high and blesses Abram and God, recognising that God has given Abram the victory. Abram honours Melchizedek by giving him a tenth of everything. But he remains a mystery. Where’s he come from? Where did he go? There’s no record of his death (a crucial matter for kings and priests in Israel). A thousand years later King David writes a psalm including these words: The LORD has sworn, and will not change his mind: “You are a priest forever, in the order of Melchizedek” (Ps 110:4). David can’t be talking about himself; he was a king but never a priest. And by that time, the priests of Israel were chosen from the order of Aaron, descendents of Levi. In the NT we see that this picture and promise of a priest-king, who would reign and serve forever, is the Lord Jesus Christ, whom God raised from the dead. Melchizedek points us forward to the person and work of Jesus.
Last week I watched a film based on the true story of a couple in Australia. They were camping in Ayer’s Rock, when a Dingo took their young baby from the tent and went off into the bush. The police began to suspect them, and the mother eventually faced a murder charge. At first they thought they would just defend themselves in court – just tell the truth and all would be OK. But they soon realised that they needed a lawyer and legal team – someone to stand for them in court and represent them before the judge. Although she was initially convicted of murder, the case was re-opened; she was declared to be innocent.  
The couple realised they needed a lawyer to stand in court; you need a priest to represent you before God. You cannot just approach God, trusting in your own innocence; there is no-one righteous, not even one (Rom 3:10). You and I are guilty before God of breaking his law. We need a priest to represent us, to plead for us. The beautiful thing about the gospel is that Jesus is that priest for sinners. He offered up his life as a sacrifice for sins. God accepted this, raising him from death. Now Jesus lives to intercede before God: Therefore, he is able to save completely those who come to God through him, because he always lives to intercede for them (Heb 7:25). Christ can save you completely! You don’t have to add to his work! He always lives! Place all your trust in him. 

Conclusion

Look how the whole narrative ends. God appears to Abram in a vision and reassures him again: 

“Do not be afraid, Abram.
I am your shield, your very great reward.”

Why might Abram be afraid? Why might he need a shield? He’d just rescued Lot from the grip of four kings! What if they came and attacked him? Don’t be afraid, Abram. Trust me to protect you. Why did Abram need a reward? Because he had refused to accept a reward from the King of Sodom. Perhaps he was beginning to doubt as he looked back. Knowing the LORD is the greatest gain.

Through Jesus Christ God makes the same promises to us:

Don’t be afraid,

I am your shield: Jesus rescues us from the coming wrath, and protects us from the activities and accusations of the devil.

Through floods and flames he leads me safely on

And daily makes his sovereign goodness known
I am your very great reward: through Jesus we have the riches of knowing God, of possessing eternal life, of the hope of resurrection. 
In him there dwells a treasure all divine
And matchless grace has made that treasure mine
What a great privilege it is to belong to Christ Jesus. So don’t love the world; love God. And live in this world to his glory.
