The God Who Speaks (Genesis 18:16-33)
Introduction

Last week I began with the poem about the six blind men who went to discover what an elephant was like. 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 argue over who is right! Now what if, as they argue among themselves, the elephant speaks to them in their own language? Wouldn’t that surprise them! What if the elephant corrects each one of them? - “Your grasp of me is so wrong! I’m greater than a wall, a spear, a snake, a tree, a fan or a rope! I am an elephant! This is what I am like…” Wouldn’t that make a big difference!

I sometimes hear people say things like this, “I like to think of God like this…” or, “I can’t believe in a God would do that!” or, “God is so mysterious we can’t really be sure what he’s like.” When people speak like that they are often going by their feelings - like the blind men! They create a god of their own imagination, whom they would like to exist. But what if God should speak to us and reveal to us the truth about himself? That would make a huge difference, ending all speculation!

The Christian message claims exactly that! From the beginning of the bible we find God speaking. He speaks and the world is created. He speaks to Adam in Eden, to Noah, to Abraham. He speaks through Moses and the prophets. He speaks through Jesus Christ, the Word, and his apostles. God is always speaking and revealing himself and his will to us. All Scripture is God-breathed (2 Timothy 3:16). That’s why one of the greatest privileges is to have a bible in your hand; and one of the greatest activities is to read it and hear what God is saying.

So let’s look at this passage in the life of Abraham and discover what God is saying to us about himself. Let’s think about how we should respond to his words. The LORD has come down to Abraham. Abraham he has received him and the two angels. Now there’s a conversation…

1) The LORD reveals his plans to Abraham (v16-19)

As they walk along, looking down upon Sodom, the LORD deliberates over whether he should hide or reveal to Abraham what he is about to do. Clearly, the LORD isn’t obliged to tell Abraham. Why does he decide to share things with him? He answers the question: I have chosen him. God had chosen to bless him, to bless the earth through him. He wants Abraham to direct his children…to keep the way of the LORD by doing what is right and just. So God chooses to share his plans because he loves Abraham and he wants him and his descendents to know and keep his ways, which are right and just. Later, Moses writes: The secret things belong to the LORD our God, but the things revealed belong to us and to our children for ever, so that we may follow all the words of this law (Deut 29:29). Note that there are secret things! God hasn’t revealed everything about himself or his plans. But he has revealed his Word to us because he loves us and calls us into relationship with him. 
In the Count of Monte Cristo a young man is imprisoned in a solitary cell for years. There seems no way of escape. One day he hears a scraping sound and suddenly an old man appears, tunnelling into his cell! These two men haven’t spoken to anyone for years! The young man is overcome with fear, but the old man begins to speak. Gradually they share their pasts, their hopes and plans for the future. They grow to know and love one another – like father and son. But none of that relationship would have been possible without words!

God has given us his Word to draw us into relationship with him. If he remains silent, we have no chance of knowing him. He has given us general revelation – through creation and conscience, but the bible is his special revelation. How should you respond? Begin by reading it! Treasure it! Trust it! How could you ignore it? One sure sign of love for God is a love for his Word! And did you know that God has revealed his plan to us? And he made known to us the mystery of his will…which he purposed in Christ, to be put into effect when the times will have reached their fulfilment – to bring all things in heaven and on earth together under one head, even Christ (Ephesians 1:9-10). Where is the world heading? The Christian knows! God has revealed his plan to us! The right response to this revelation is faith: to believe what God has said.
2) The LORD reveals his justice to Abraham (v20-22)

The LORD tells Abraham that he is responding to the outcry against Sodom and Gomorrah. What kind of an outcry is this? It’s a moral outcry against their great and grievous sin. We’ve been told already that the men of Sodom were wicked and were sinning greatly against the LORD (13:13), without being given any details. It’s a cry for judgement and justice. And the LORD responds. We find something similar after the first murder, when the LORD speaks to Cain: Listen! Your brother’s blood cries out to me from the ground (4:10). These are appeals to God to judge. A moral law has been broken and the cry for justice goes up to God. But notice that before passing judgement the LORD is going to investigate, to see if what they have done is as bad as the outcry that has reached me. Does this mean that God doesn’t know the truth yet? I don’t think so. I think this is for Abraham’s benefit. God demonstrates that his judgement is just, always based on truth. There are no mistakes. He investigates all the facts and judges fairly.
Last week I was watching a football match – Arsenal v Man Utd. The referee (from Torino!) gave a penalty to Arsenal and sent a player off. But the replays showed clearly that it was not a penalty; the player had tackled fairly and had not broken the laws of the game. It was a travesty of justice because this player will not be allowed to play in the final. He has been punished unfairly, and has every right to complain. It’s clear to everyone that the referee got it wrong. He didn’t see things clearly.

Through the bible we learn that God is the referee of the ‘game of life’ and we are all players. Unlike some corrupt referees who can be bribed, God is completely righteous. He is our final judge. Unlike some referees who make mistakes, God’s judgement of you will be based on truth. The bible reveals that there will be a judgement day, and when God passes his verdict, you will not be able to say, “But that’s not fair!” – for every mouth will be silenced (Romans 3:19). Some might say, “I didn’t know the rules!” and God will say, “My law was written on your hearts” (Romans 2:15). Some might say, “But what about them? Look what they did to me!” And God will say, “I will give to each person according to what he has done” (Romans 2:6). Some people do terrible things and seem to escape justice in this life, but no-one escapes the Judge of all the earth. 

3) The LORD reveals his patience to Abraham (v23-33)

The two men (angels, 19:1) head towards Sodom, leaving Abraham standing before the LORD. Abraham starts pleading. What concerns him? He’s not troubled by the fact that God is going to judge the wicked, but by the possibility that God may sweep away the righteous with the wicked (v23), which would not be right. (Is he thinking of his nephew Lot and family?). He pleads with the LORD to spare Sodom if there are fifty righteous people there. The LORD agrees. Abraham continues to plead so reverently (though I am nothing but dust and ashes), and gradually reduces the number down to ten: For the sake of ten, I will not destroy it. Isn’t this remarkable? God is patient with Abraham. He could have said, “How dare you bargain with me about Sodom and question my justice!” He seems to welcome Abraham’s pleas. How patient he is towards Sodom! For the sake of ten righteous people he’s willing to allow the whole city to continue in wickedness! The Judge of all the earth is also the judge of astounding patience. 

Jesus told a parable about a man who planted a fig tree in his vineyard and went to find figs, but there were none. He said to the gardener: For three years I’ve been coming to look for fruit on this fig tree and haven’t found any. Cut it down! Why should it use up the soil? But the gardener says: Sir, leave it alone for one more year and I’ll dig around and fertilise it. If it bears fruit next year, fine! If not, then cut it down (Luke 13:6-8). The voice of the owner is the call for justice: Cut it down! The voice of the gardener is the call for patience: One more year.
So God is not a judge who delights in cutting people down in judgement! He delights in showing mercy, giving time to repent: As surely as I live, declares the Sovereign LORD, I take no pleasure in the death of the wicked, but rather that they turn from their evil ways and live. Turn! Turn from your evil ways! Why will you die…? (Ezekiel 33:11). As a Christian are you struck by the wonder of God’s patience? Why does God allow the world to continue in its rebellion? If you haven’t turned to his Son, Jesus Christ, God is showing you great patience. You’ve broken his law too. Time was running out for Sodom. Time is ticking way. Don’t confuse God’s patience for indifference, as though he isn’t that serious. He might be saying “One more year…!”

Conclusion
So God has spoken to us this morning, through his Word. He’s revealed his plans, his justice and his patience. This is what he is like. You don’t have to guess! Here is something solid and true! Have you heard his voice today? If you’re not a Christian yet, will another Sunday go by without a response? Will you turn to Christ today?
Jesus would say to the crowds who listened to him: He who has ears to hear, let him hear! He always called for a response. Do you have ears to hear the Lord today? Don’t allow God’s voice to be drowned out or snatched away after the service. Can you echo these words? -
Above the voices of the world around me

My hopes and dreams, my cares and loves and fears

The long-awaited call of Christ has found me

The voice of Jesus echoes in my ears:
“I gave my life to break the ties that bind you;

I rose from death to set your spirit free;

Turn from your sins and put the past behind you.

Take up your cross and come and follow me!”
This is the only way of safety.

And if you are a Christian this morning, how you should thank God for his great patience and mercy – that you, of all people, should have heard God’s call to trust in Jesus Christ! God has given you his Word to read and trust and obey – as the firm foundation for your faith:

How firm a foundation, you saints of the Lord

Is laid for your faith in his excellent Word!

What more can he say, than to you he has said?

You who unto Jesus for refuge have fled!
Let’s praise God for his Word! Here is something solid. Here is something true. May it be your daily food and your firm foundation as you press on into another week, and for the rest of your lives!

