Genesis 15 sermon
Sunday, March 1, 2015
“How to Get In and Out of Trouble”
Genesis 19
Introduction = [BLANK1]
Have you ever noticed that very few big problems start as big problems? Most problems start small and then grow like a snowball rolling down a hill, gaining momentum and size until they “suddenly” become overwhelming.  Consider some areas in life where “small” problems can become big ones: 
Cleaning Up – It starts off as that one thing that you left sit on your desk, that paper you didn’t put away, those clothes you didn’t pick up in your room and suddenly you are swimming in piles of stuff! [SLIDE2]
Debt – You were shopping and you didn’t really have the money to buy that sale item but, hey, it was on sale so you bought it on credit.  But the bills started adding up and now you feel like you are drowning in debt.  [SLIDE3]  
Relationships – Relationship problems can begin as small problems, misunderstandings become mis-truths, grudges grow, and the conflict snowballs into a cold war.  [SLIDE4]
Deadlines – Or consider the project that wasn’t due till next month so you told yourself you’d get to it “later”, and suddenly it’s “crunch time” [SLIDE5] and the book or materials you need to complete it are not available and you’re going to fail or get fired because you didn’t get it in on time. 
We don’t plan to have a big problem in any area of our life, but we do right! In fact most, if not all, of the most painful & memorable lessons we ever learned are ones that we never remember signing up for.  
Biblical Contact
The story that we will be looking at today in Genesis 19 is about a very big problem, and it features a person who found himself in a lot of trouble—in fact his first name is Lot and trouble could well be his middle name.  Now was this simply a case of him being in the wrong place at the wrong time, or was it more like one of the small problems that snowballed into a very BIG one?[footnoteRef:1] [SLIDES] [1:  In Genesis 1312 we read of Lot’s choice to set up his tent close to Sodom.  By 1412 we find him “living in Sodom”.  Here in 191 we find he has become a central figure in it (i.e. “sitting in the gateway of the city” = the place where leading citizens and elders gathered to do business—e.g. Ruth 41-2; 2 Sam. 151-4).  ] 

Read Genesis 19
Structural Contact
A)  Investigating “Sin City”  
Genesis 19 picks up where we left off last week, with the future of the twin-cities Sodom & Gomorrah hanging in the balance.  [SLIDE11]  God has sent his two angels to investigate “Sin City” as he said he would the day before (see 1820, “The outcry against Sodom and Gomorrah is so great and their sin so grievous that I will go down and see if what they have done is as bad as the outcry that has reached me.  If not, I will know.” 
1) God’s Standards – Life in Sodomite societych.19 and life in Abraham’s householdch.18 are compared and contrasted with one another both in story and with a simple play on words (two visits with time and attention given to the hospitality in each = a core cross-cultural virtue & litmus test of a society/city).[footnoteRef:2]  [2:  The Economist Intelligence Unit based it’s rating on “how ‘tolerable’ it is to live in a particular place given its crime levels, threat of conflict, quality of medical care, levels of censorship, temperature, schools and transport links” http://www.telegraph.co.uk/finance/property/pictures/9477990/The-worlds-10-best-cities-to-live-in.html?frame=2311063 ] 

[SLIDE 12] Abraham was called to live in a way that promoted “what is right and just.”18:19  Righteousness (sedaqah in Hebrew) is a biblical measuring stick or standard by which God measures the health of a society.  
As commentator Eugene Roop rightly notes, “righteousness/justice portrays a way of living in community that promotes life for all its members—a life promoting social order.  The cry of the oppressed arises out of a death-producing social order.”p.128  Life in Sodom is not producing life but death [SLIDE13] , not sedaqah (righteousness) but sa‘aqah[footnoteRef:3] (outcries of oppression) and through the first hand investigation of the angels we find out why.   [3:  sa‘aqah—1820-21; cf. Ex. 223; Dt. 2224 “scream for help” of a rape victim; cf. Is. 57 “he looked for justice, but saw bloodshed; for righteousness, but heard cries of distress”] 

When they first arrive they discover Abraham’s nephew meeting and greeting and welcoming them into his home much like Abraham had.  But when the travelers decline his invitation “he insisted”[footnoteRef:4] they accept it, and we suddenly get a feeling that Sodom is not as safe as it appears, and Lot knows it.  We quickly find out why Lot is on the lookout for unsuspecting travelers.    [4:  “he insistedQalNP so strongly”cf.19:9 = very strong and persistentQalNP language…used also in 199…Wenham translates it as “manhandled”] 

In the terrifying scene that follows we witness first-hand the character of the Sodomites, and why Lot—knowing their habits—was so zealous to get the two visitors into the shelter of his house.  Lot’s courage in going out to the mob shows he sincerely wants to shield his guests from the worse aspects of Sodom’s night-life.  But Lot’s offer of his daughters to the mob when things are spiraling out of hand seems to be a cowardly act of self-defence.  Lot’s best efforts are woefully inadequate.  Were it not for a miraculous intervention by his guests, sparing him and his family from the hands of his own neighbours, further outcries of abuse and oppression would have been guaranteed.  
· cf. the tragic play on the word knowyada’ in 1821 and “know in 195
Just the day before Abraham had asked, “Will not the Judge of all the earth do right?”18:25  Won’t he treat the righteous and the wicked accordingly as each deserves to be treated?  Here we see that he does, though we know that not every innocent victim has been spared the onslaught of evil in this life.
There are people who live directly contrary to God’s ways, there are places where it is not safe to be, day or night.  There are societies where the vulnerable are deliberately preyed upon with impunity.  In their recent book, The Locust Effect, authors Gary Haugen and Victor Boutros describe a locust-like plague of everyday violence (like rape, forced labor, illegal detention, land theft, police abuse and other brutality), that has become routine and relentless in many of the world’s poorest communities.  [SLIDE14a,b] and [VIDEO CLIP15]    
In the broad scope of history Sodom is illustrative and representative of a corrupt and fallen world.  It stands in Scripture as a proverbial prototype of human wickedness (“sin city”)[footnoteRef:5] and of the judgment of God that awaits evildoers (e.g. Dt. 2923; Isa. 19-10; Ezek. 1648-50).  The prophet Isaiah, for example, portrays the Jerusalem in his own day (1400 years later) as living like Sodom and Gomorrah when he condemns it for its bloodshed, corruption and injustice (Isa. 19-23).   [5:  Las Vegas actually means "the meadows." Shocked?  Most people are.  Sure - it's a watering hole of sorts, but that’s not how it got its name.  Surprisingly enough, the Las Vegas valley was so named in the 1800's when it was discovered as an oasis in the middle of a barren desert.  Mormon missionaries decided it was the ideal location to link Salt Lake City and Southern California via railroad, so this little town became a mecca for railroad workers and agriculture in the early 1900's, but it wasn't until the 1930's, after the construction of the Hoover Dam, that it really started to boom.  With an influx of workers flooding the Las Vegas Valley “adult entertainment” (taverns, showgirls & casinos) opened for business.  Naturally, crime wasn’t far behind.  ] 

The prophet Ezekiel’s comparison of Judah in his day with Sodom focuses on the parallels he saw in these sister cities, separated in time but twin when it came to their common arrogance, affluence and callousness to the needy.  [SLIDE16] They were overproud, overfed and underconcerned (Ezek. 1648-50).  This is a very contemporary sounding list of accusations isn’t it? 
· Recall “SPEED KILLS” campaign [SLIDE17a], with photo [SLIDE17b]
·  [SLIDE18 “Consuming Kids”] “We have become a nation that places a lower priority on teaching its children how to thrive socially, intellectually, even spiritually, than it does on training them to consume”—Juliet Shor [ author, Born to Buy]”

B) Intervening in “Sin City” [SLIDE19]
It is worth noting that both Lot and Sodom had been rescued previously from their oppressors in chapter 14, by Abraham’s miraculous intervention.  What had the Sodomites learned from their temporary experience as victims of abusive power (15-20 years earlier)?  What had Lot learned?  Not much.  At least three details of the intervention in chapter 19 are worth noting: [SLIDE20]
1) Lot’s “sons-in-law…don’t think they need helpv.14 – they “though he was joking” (lit. = laughabletsachaq cf. 1717; 1812).  They seem ignorant of God and accustomed to the evils of their city.                                     [SLIDE21]
2) Lot & his family need to be taken & led out – notice how the angels had to use force to get them to go (“grasped” = same strong word as v.3).  Notice also Lot’s absurd request in vv.18-20.  He says he is terrified that “this disaster will overtake me, and I’ll die,”v.19 yet he wastes time trying to negotiate a trivial concession (“small…it is very small, isn’t it”) as he is being dragged to safety. SLIDE22
3) Lot’s wife looked back[footnoteRef:6] suggesting…a fatal attraction to the life and life-style of Sodom.  Her disobedience, hesitation & attachment proved fatal.   [6:  Two indicators: (1) the Masoretic text has her lagging “behind him”, and (2) the tense of the verb (Hiph NP) suggests intensive or ongoing action (i.e. looked around or looking back) rather than a mere glance.] 

“Our consumer society, with its enormous range of possible possessions, needs the warning of Jesus [in Luke 1732], ‘Remember Lot’s wife’.”[footnoteRef:7] [7:  Reference = Luke 17:31-32 “On that day no one who is on the housetop, with possessions inside, should go down to get them.  Likewise no one in the field should go back for anything.  Remember Lot’s wife!”.  Quote by Joyce Baldwin, The Message of Genesis 12-50, p. 79. Cf. Kidner, p.135.] 


· Briefly Review how Lot got into such trouble…[SLIDE23]
· In Genesis 1312 we read of Lot’s choice to set up his tent close to Sodom. [SLIDE24] 
· By 1412 we find him “living in Sodom”. [SLIDE25]  
· In 191 he has become a central figure in it (i.e. “sitting in the gateway of the city” = the place where leading citizens and elders gathered to do business—e.g. Ruth 41-2; 2 Sam. 151-4).  [SLIDE26]
· Formerly a huge wealthy land ownerGen.14 the last we see and hear of Lot is in the story at the end of this chapter by which time he has lost his wife, his wealth, his dignity…and has been reduced to living in a cave and threatened with extinction.  Definitely the biggest loser![footnoteRef:8]  [8:  See especially the context & content of Jesus words in Luke 17:32, “Remember Lot’s wife!”] 



Q – How can I get out of the trouble I’m in?  By following in the footsteps of Abraham & Sarah’s faith…  It is worth noting that the story of divine judgment and destruction is set in the context of God’s repeated promise in ch. 18 to use Abraham and his family to ultimately bless the nations and restore shalom to the world (1820-21).  Indeed, the story concludes in 1929 with the reason why God intervened so forcefully to rescue Lot…1) Abraham’s intercession [SLIDE27a]
· Gen. 8:1 “God remember Noah”; but in 19:29 “he remembered Lot Abraham” 
· Find a prayer partner or ask me to help you find one… 
The story is also a reminder to us of the need for 2) divine intervention [27b]. We can’t break free on our own. (e.g. Pornography discussion…C.S. Lewis quote:
“We may, indeed, be sure that perfect chastity—like perfect charity—will not be attained by merely human efforts.  You must ask for God’s help…Very often what God first helps us towards is not the virtue itself but just this power of always trying again…It cures our illusions about ourselves and teaches us to depend on God.  We learn, on the one hand, that we cannot trust ourselves even in our best moments, and, on the other, that we need not despair even in our worst, for our failures are forgiven.  The only fatal thing is to sit down content with anything less than perfection.”[footnoteRef:9] [9:  C.S. Lewis, “Sexual Morality” in Mere Christianity.] 


3) Obedience [SLIDE17c] – Back in 124 Abram obeyed God, leaving his old way of life and following God to a new place & people (letting go of old habits, bad influences…And developing new habits and godly influences…cf. Jesus’ call “Follow me”).
4) Faith – [SLIDE17d] For Abraham this meant trusting in God and His promises even when he couldn’t see how God was going to fulfill them (began with a step of faith & continues with ongoing steps of faith…chs. 12,13,14,15,16,17,18).
5) Godly Influences [SLIDE17e] – Abraham was to “direct his children and his household after him to keep the way of the LORD by doing what is right and just” (1819).  We all need the positive influence of supportive & accountable relationships in the family of God.  (cf. “Hemorrhaging Faith” workshop…) 
SLIDE28 of “Relative Influence of Social Institutions (Family, Religion, State, Education, Market) Impacting Coming of Age in North America” (1800, 1850, 1900, 1950, 2000)  
SLIDE29 – “Our task…Blunt the message of market and education—up the voice of the faith family”

Closing Prayer
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