When the Lord Appears (Genesis 18:1-15; 3/5/09)
Introduction

There was a famous poem written by John Godfrey Sax, based on an Indian legend, about six men who decide to examine an elephant:
It was six men of Indostan

To learning much inclined,

Who went to see the Elephant

(Though all of them were blind),

That each by observation

Might satisfy his mind
The first feels the elephant’s side, and concludes the elephant is like a wall. The second feels the sharp tusk, and declares the elephant to be like a spear. The third touches the trunk and is convinced the elephant is like a snake. The fourth feels the leg and declares the elephant to be like a tree. The sixth feels the ear and thinks the elephant is like a fan. The sixth grasps the tail and thinks the elephant is like a rope! They all argued over who was right! The poet adds his moral at the end:

So oft in theologic wars, 

The disputants, I ween,

Rail on in utter ignorance 

Of what each other mean,

And prate about an Elephant 

Not one of them has seen!
That’s how some people think today. What’s the point of discussing God or even arguing about God when no-one has seen him? Some people convince themselves that he doesn’t exist. Others will say, “No. I believe there’s a God out there. And the various religions in the world are all a bit like those blind men. They all have some element of truth about God, but no-one has all the truth. Anyone who claims to possess the truth about God is really arrogant.” What does the bible have to say? What’s the Christian’s response to this? Is God there? Can new know him? We can begin to find an answer with this very chapter in Genesis 18, involving Abraham, when three visitors turn up to see him. 
1) The LORD’s Appearance (v1-3)

In the bible God communicates to people in various ways: fire (Moses), visions (Isaiah), a voice from heaven (Sinai). Here God appears to Abraham in human form. Why do I say that? There are three visitors, but Abraham addresses one as Lord. He eats food and converses with Abraham in his own language. Later he is identified as the LORD (v13, the other two are described as angels, 19:1). Notice that this took place in space and time: near the great trees of Mamre…in the heat of the day (v1). The living God appears to Abraham! Do you ever wish that could happen to you? Do you ever say, “If only I could know that God was there!” If only I knew where to find him (Job 23:3). The unique truth about Christianity is this – God has appeared in person and spoken to us: In the past God spoke to our forefathers through the prophets at many times and in various ways, but in these last days he has spoken to us by his Son…the radiance of God’s glory and the exact representation of his being (Hebrews 1:1-3). Anyone who has seen me has seen the Father (John 14:9).
Years ago there was an outbreak of cow disease in the UK. There was a beef crisis. British beef was suspected of being contaminated. This divided people’s attitudes. Many said, “You just can’t be sure, so don’t eat any meat!” Others said, “It’s so cheap and it tastes so good! Let’s enjoy it!” One group didn’t want anything to do with beef out of fear and uncertainty; the other group embraced beef out of pleasure and taste! 

People today face a ‘belief crisis’ when it comes to God. Some say, “You can’t be sure of anything ‘spiritual’, so you can’t know the truth! God might be there, but he might not be! Just reject it all!” Others say, “We don’t need to talk about truth. If your faith makes you feel good, that’s what counts. It doesn’t matter what ‘god’ you worship, as long as he/she/it works for you!” Christianity reveals a third way. None of us, by searching can find out God, but God has revealed himself truly to us through Jesus Christ. He has proved this by raising Christ from the dead in history. And when you come to believe in Jesus you gain a true – though not exhaustive - knowledge and experience of the living God: If anyone loves me he will obey my commands. My Father will love him and we will come to him and make our home with him (John14:23). 

2) Abraham’s Reception (v4-8)

The LORD has come down to Abraham’s level. How does he respond? It’s siesta time! Does he ask them to come back later? No! He is eager to receive these three men: do not pass your servant by. Look how active he is: hurrying to welcome them; offering water to wash their feet; hurrying to Sarah to tell her to start baking bread; running to the herd to select a calf and give orders to the chef! Then he serves his guests and stands reverently nearby as they eat. It’s a picture of Middle-Eastern hospitality. It’s a mark of Abraham’s humility and reverence towards the LORD. For him, receiving the LORD is a priority and a privilege. Everything else takes second place. In the bible receiving and believing are definitions of faith. John speaks of Jesus: He came to that which was his own, but his own did not receive him. Yet to all who received him, to those who believed in his name, he gave the right to become children of God (John 1:11-12). ‘Receiving’ is a deliberate action!
We find a similar attitude in the NT when blind Bartimaeus hears that Jesus is passing through Jericho. He cries out for mercy: Jesus, Son of David, have mercy on me! Others tell him to be quiet, but he cries out all the more. Then Jesus stops, speaks with and heals him (Luke 18:35f). Bartimaeus could have reasoned: “Jesus claims to be the Messiah. I’ve heard he’s healed other blind men. He’s passing through my town. I’ll just sit and wait for him to notice me!” But no! He’s active, not passive. He cries out and Jesus responds. Like Abraham, he doesn’t want to be passed by.

Believing in Jesus means receiving him – actively, consciously. But you ask, “What does it mean to receive Jesus?” It means receiving him for who he claims to be: as the Son of God, you worship him; as the Saviour of sinners, you trust him; as the Lord of all, you submit to him. “But how do I start?” Start by calling on him in your need. Everyone who calls on the name of the Lord will be saved (Romans 10:13). Like Bartimaeus, call on him for mercy. “Lord, I don’t deserve your love or forgiveness, but I want to receive you into my life as my Lord and Saviour.” Have you ever prayed like that, with genuine conviction? The wonderful discovery is that through receiving Christ as Lord he gives you the right to become children of God. You must receive Christ.
3) Sarah’s Laugh (v9-15)

Sarah is in the tent, eavesdropping! Perhaps she hears the LORD mention her name and her interest increases. The she hears his promise: I will surely return to you this time next year, and Sarah your wife will have a son. From the description it seems that she is behind the LORD (v10b). She considers her husband and herself – both far too old! The promise seems incredible, though it would be a great pleasure. So she laughs to herself – just a private, quiet laugh of unbelief. But then she hears the LORD say to her husband: Why did Sarah laugh and say, ‘Will I really have a child, now that I am old?’ She’s afraid, and lies, but the LORD knows the truth: Yes, you did laugh. Wouldn’t you be afraid too? It reminds me of the Pharisees who judge Jesus in their hearts for claiming to forgive sins. Knowing their thoughts, Jesus said, “Why do you entertain evil thoughts in your hearts?” (Matthew 9:4). Here’s someone who knows your private thoughts! He knows you.

There’s a science fiction series in the UK called Dr Who. In one episode a security guard on a space ship is confronting an alien life-force in the form of a human. The alien speaks to the guard. He calls him by his full name and asks him a question: “Did your wife ever forgive you?” “What do you mean?” he replies. “Did you think your wife ever forgave you? Because I know she didn’t!” Although the guard has his gun, he realises he’s dealing with someone far more powerful – someone who knows his deepest secrets. He’s afraid. Wouldn’t you be?
When you and I face up to the God of the bible, revealed through Jesus Christ, we meet someone who knows us thoroughly. He knows our thoughts even now. We can hide our true thoughts and attitudes from others – even those close to us. But the LORD knows our hearts. This is scary, not because God is evil, but because he is holy and good. The first step towards a relationship with God is to stop pretending or denying. When God, through his Word and Spirit, exposes the truth about yourself – your sinfulness, idolatry, lust or greed – don’t deny it like Sarah! Rather, in prayer to God you must confess the truth about yourself, and seek his forgiveness and help. This is the way you begin your Christian life; and this is the way it should continue. This is not easy, but it is so necessary. We must learn to be honest with God.

If you are struggling with doubts about God and the gospel, the best thing to do is admit them! Ask God to help you understand and believe, like the father in the Gospels: Lord, I believe, help me overcome my unbelief (Mark 9:24). God can provide Christians to help you find answers.
Maybe you are a Christian and you are struggling to follow Christ. You are faced with strong temptations or your desire for God’s Word, for prayer and for fellowship has grown cold. Maybe God seems far away. What should you do? Live in denial? Live in despair? No! Confess how you feel to God: Be merciful to me, LORD, for I am faint…My soul is in anguish. How long, O Lord, how long? (Psalm 6:2-3). 

The wonderful thing we discover, when we take that step of honest confession towards God – and continue to do so - is that he is compassionate and gracious, slow to anger, abounding in love (Ps 103:8). Sarah discovered this. This was also David’s experience in the OT:

When I kept silent, my bones wasted away
Through my groaning all day long…

Then I acknowledged my sin to you/And did not cover up my iniquity.

I said, “I will confess my transgressions to the LORD” –

And you forgave the guilt of my sin

(Psalm 32:3,5)

The only reason why God can forgive our sin is if someone else takes the punishment or pays the price. And when we understand that, we are grasping the heart of the gospel. Someone has taken the punishment for sin. Jesus, the Son of God has appeared in human flesh, not just to reveal the truth about God, but also to die as a substitute for sinners. And if you today are willing to confess that you are a sinner, that you have fallen short of God’s glory, and ask for mercy as you trust in Jesus, God will forgive the guilt of (your) sin too.   

God has appeared in Jesus! Will you belive him? Have you received him? He knows all about you – your sins, doubts and fears! But he’s also willing to receive you. That’s the good news of the gospel of Jesus Christ. The right response is captured in the hymn of Charlotte Elliott:

Just as I am, without one plea/But that your blood was shed for me

And that you bid me come to Thee/O Lamb of God, I come
