	
	

	
	

	
	

	
	


Sex and the City: God’s Judgement & Mercy (Genesis 19:1-28; 17/5/09)
It matters not how strait the gate; How charged with punishments the scroll
I am the master of my fate: I am the captain of my soul
William Ernest Henley wrote these words as a kind of last-ditch defiance. It reflects an attitude to life adopted by many in Western culture in the C21st. ‘There is no-one above me! Nobody tells me what to do. I have the right to run my own life and do what I want to do.’ Nowhere is this attitude seen most clearly as in the area of sexual relationships and behaviour. I watched a news programme recently where a man was admitting that he had been involved in an ‘office’ affair with a young girl who was just old enough for the relationship to be legal in the eyes of the law. It was more of a boast than a confession. When the interviewer asked if he thought his actions were “morally wrong” immediately he said, “Oh no!”
Where do you ‘draw the line’ between good and bad, right and wrong? Listening to some people – and the main views expressed in the media – there are very few lines to be drawn any more. ‘If it feels good, do it; if you like it, it’s OK’. They deny the existence of any absolute moral laws governing our behaviour, yet insist on one absolute: you must not judge anyone else or declare someone else’s actions to be wrong.

Is this view right? What does the bible have to say about this? What is the Christian response? Are we the captains of our souls? Do we decide what’s right or wrong? I believe we can find some answers as we begin here in Genesis 19. This is not a chapter I would prefer to preach from, but since I’m committed to preaching through books of the bible we come across all kinds of subjects and applications from God’s Word.  

Chapter 19 begins in a similar way to chapter 18. The visitors arrive and are greeted reverently by Lot. He offers them hospitality – to wash their feet and spend the night. The atmosphere changes when they suggest spending the night in the town square. Lot becomes more forceful, insisting strongly that they should come under his roof. “Why?” we wonder. At home he prepares a meal, and they eat. We recall that the purpose of their visit was to find out ‘first-hand’ what the people of Sodom were like; to see if what they have done is as bad as the outcry that has reached the LORD (18:21). They are about to find out.   

1) The Discovery of Human Wickedness (v4-11)

These verses demonstrate the kind of wickedness for which Sodom had become infamous. It’s now night, and just before the visitors settle down to sleep a crowd gathers outside Lot’s house, banging on the door. What kind of people are they? They are men from every part of the city…both young and old. So the behaviour we’re about to witness isn’t confined to a small area or age-group; it’s pervasive. Word has got round about the men: Bring them out to us so that we can have sex with them. They are lusting after homosexual rape. Lot urges them not to do this wicked thing. The men are under his protection, but apparently his virgin daughters aren’t – so he offers them to the mob instead. He is not to be commended for this! The mob despises Lot for judging them and threaten him too as they move to break down the door (v9). The men inside pull Lot away and close the door. They strike the crowd with blindness so they cannot find the door. These angels are witnessing the reason for the outcry against Sodom: sexual and social wickedness.

Can we have good or bad without God? The philosopher Nietzsche said no, realising that once people rejected God then all categories of right and wrong disappear. But when something evil happens even today people must call it wicked. Take the recent case in Austria where Josef Fritzl kept his daughter locked up in secret, and had 7 children by her. His actions were condemned as evil. But by whose standards? 
Wickedness is a word Jesus used. To the Pharisees he said: you are full of greed and wickedness (Luke 11:39). It’s highly unlikely that they were practising homosexuality. Clearly, wickedness has many expressions, such as greed, religious hypocrisy, malice, violence, destruction and idolatry. You don’t have to be sexually immoral to be wicked. But wickedness includes sexual immorality, both heterosexual and homosexual. Some people defend the practice of homosexual relationships between loving, faithful couples. ‘Sodom shows God’s judgement against gang rape,’ they argue. But in both the OT and NT we find God describing homosexual relationships of any kind as detestable, indecent and a perversion (Leviticus 18:22; Romans 1:27). Where homosexuality is promoted and accepted, a form of wickedness is being encouraged. Does that matter? This narrative shows that it does.
2) The Mercy of God’s Warning (v12-22)

The two men now warn Lot of what is about to happen. He must contact all those who belong to him: Get them out of here, because we are going to destroy this place (v12-13). That night he warns his (future?) sons-in-law about the coming destruction, but they think he’s joking and just laugh (like Sarah, ). But dawn is coming; time is running out, so the angels urge Lot to take his wife and two daughters. They warn him of real danger. Lot seems to be reluctant: he hesitates, so they grasp them by the hand and lead them out of the city (v16). They give him a clear warning: Flee for your lives! Don’t look back…(v17). But he doesn’t want to flee to the mountains – a weak excuse? - so they allow him to run to Zoar (v20-22). Why was he so reluctant? Did he doubt the message? Or was it because he loved so much of what he was leaving in Sodom – his wealth, security, status and reputation? He doesn’t seem to appreciate that this warning he’s been given is a mercy from God (v16). 
At 3am on June 22, 1941, German military forces launched a pre-emptive attack against the Soviet Union. Soviet spies in the German government offered detailed reports of invasion plans. Britain and the United States passed along warnings. Soviet agents in Eastern Europe noted the millions of German soldiers heading east to the Soviet border and their stock-piling of weapons and Russian phrase books. But Stalin refused to believe the warnings. He failed to take action.
The bible warns us of a future destruction. Many people don’t take it seriously. Some try to argue that the God of the NT isn’t like that of the OT; the God revealed through Jesus wouldn’t judge people like this. But Jesus spoke about this event without embarrassment: It was the same in the days of Lot. People were eating and drinking, buying and selling, planting and building. But the day Lot left Sodom, fire and sulphur rained down from heaven and destroyed them all. It will be just like this when the Son of Man will be revealed…(Luke 17:28). Jesus, the most loving person ever, warns us about judgement and hell. He does so because he loves people. The vast majority live as if there was nothing to fear. God calls us in his mercy to ‘run for our lives’ too – not to a commune or monastery, but to Jesus who rescues us from the coming wrath. Do you think it’s a joke, like Lot’s sons-in-law? Are you reluctant, like Lot?
3) The Reality of God’s Wrath (v23-28)

This is the last day for Sodom. The LORD has been very patient, but now his patience runs out; he ‘draws the line’. The writer wants us to understand the cause of Sodom and Gomorrah’s destruction: Then the LORD rained down sulphur…- from the LORD out of the heavens (v24). This is not some neutral, ‘natural’ disaster, but the day of God’s wrath against the cities of the plain. God’s wrath isn’t like us losing our temper or control. It’s the controlled, just expression of his anger against wickedness. What about Lot’s wife? Why did she become a pillar of salt? She looked back. It must mean more than just a glance to see what was happening! Does she stop running and get overtaken too? Does describe a longing - that she really loved life in Sodom and wanted to be there? The next morning, as Abraham looks down and sees the smoke rising from the land he learns that God means what he says. He doesn’t just talk about judgement; he judges. He doesn’t merely say he’s opposed to wickedness; he punishes it. God’s wrath is a reality.

In the UK my wife and I led several parenting courses. Each lesson was devoted to one principle of parenting. One memorable lesson was this: you must say what you mean and mean what you say. Don’t promise your kids a treat and fail to deliver it. Don’t threaten a punishment – “No computer for a week” - and fail to enforce it. Why? Your children become disappointed, frustrated, and fail to fear or respect you. “Dad can threaten all he likes, but we know he doesn’t mean it!” “Mum will forget; she always does!” Say what you mean and mean what you say.

God says what he means and means what he says. He promises to punish the wicked and bring about justice for the righteous. Sodom’s overthrow is an example of this. Peter says the LORD makes them an example of what is going to happen to the ungodly (2 Peter 2:6). Jude comments that the men of Sodom gave themselves up to sexual immorality and perversion. They serve as an example of those who suffer the punishment of eternal fire (v7). This teaching is not popular or comfortable. It may not fill churches! But the question it raises is this: Do you fear God? Do you believe that he’ll do what he promises? Do you take his wrath seriously? The fear of the LORD is the beginning of knowledge (Proverbs 1:7) – a knowledge that will lead you to safety.
Conclusion (v29)

We’ve been attempting to read Bunyan’s Pilgrim’s Progress as a family. It’s an allegory of the Christian life. It begins with a man reading a book and discovering that the city’s he’s living in is the City of Destruction. And as he reads he develops a heavy burden on his back, that weighs him down. He tells his family and friends but they think he’ll get over it. When he doesn’t, they think he’s mad. He decides to leave his city, but they pursue him to call him back. He puts his fingers in his ears and runs forward, crying, “Life! Life! Eternal life!” Eventually he comes to the cross, where his burden falls away, and he jumps for joy. He is given a scroll and heads off on his journey to the Celestial City. Christian discovered a way of escape; a place of relief. It was at the cross of Christ. For on the cross Jesus bore the wrath of God against his people – the people he came to save.
I want to end by reminding you of the most famous verse in the bible – John 3:16 - For God so loved the world that he gave his one and only Son, that whoever believes in him shall not perish but have eternal life. For God did not send his Son into the world to condemn the world, but to save the world through him. Whoever believes in him is not condemned, but whoever does not believe stands condemned already because he has not believed in the name of God's one and only Son. (John 3:16-18)
I pray that each one of us will ‘run for our lives’ to trust in Jesus Christ, that we may not perish, but have eternal life. Don’t hesitate! Don’t look back. Don’t be like Williams Ernest Henley and think: I am the master of my fate; I am the captain of my soul. Receive Jesus Christ as Lord and Saviour: Whoever believes in him is not condemned. 
