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What is your view of a priest? If you are like me and have grown up in the Protestant church, then the idea and office of a priest is sort of a strange one. Right now, of course, priests are in the news for terrible things that some have done in their positions. This casts a super negative light on the job of a priest, but my suspicion is that many of us don’t understand what it is they are supposed to do even under the best of circumstances. We’ll look at that today and see how Abraham functions as a priest, and how he fails as a priest. 


We’re skipping several chapters to get to this one. Last time we talked about God’s covenant with Abraham and the ceremony God performed to seal the deal. To show Abraham how serious He was. Then, amazingly, we see Abraham blow it again as he goes with Sarah’s plan to get a son through the means of Hagar, her slave girl. I hope to come back to these women soon to look closer at God’s dealings with them. But not now. We also are moving past chapter 17, in which the covenant, the sign and seal, of circumcision is given to Abraham and his descendants. God is marking His people, a sign which shows them to be included in His covenant community, whereby they receive the blessings and cursings of the covenant. This sign doesn’t save them, but it shows that they are now a member of the community that acknowledges God as God and serves Him. They must still circumcise their hearts by trusting in God and in His promises for themselves. They must still be saved by faith.


In chapter 18, we get back to Abraham and Lot. Back in chapters 13 and 14, we get the background for our story now. Abraham and Lot separated, with Lot choosing the lush and fertile land before him. Again, Abram trusted in the promises of God, even to his own hurt, and allowed Lot to go into what looked like the best area for growth and productivity. After a few scrapes and skirmishes we get to chapters 18 and 19 where we see that Lot’s land is not only a great place for sheep and cattle, but also for disobedience, corruption and sexual immorality. 

Because God is just and righteous, He pursues Abraham.


The Lord had visited Abraham in another theophony, though this time other angels were with him. They looked toward Sodom and God said, “Shall I hide from Abraham what I am going to do?” Then he reiterates His promise AGAIN to Abraham. God reviews the situation in Sodom and Gomorrah, explaining that there is an outcry from the oppression and degradation going on there.
 It’s important in passages like this to understand that God is speaking to a man in ways that a man can understand. He thus uses language in what we might call “condescending” ways.
 It’s not as if He doesn’t know what is going on and what it is He is going to do about it. No, he is engaging Abraham in the conversation, in the outcome and in the way it all happens. This is how the New Geneva Study Bible puts it in reference to Genesis 6:6:

“Here is a reference to a change of attitudes and actions. There is no contradiction between this verse and passages teaching the changelessness (immutability) of God (Mal. 3:6, James 1:17) and that God does not change His mind (Num. 23:19, 1 Sam. 15:29, Ps. 33:11, Is. 46:10). Remembering that this description is anthropopathic (God is depicted in terms of the human experience of knowledge and emotion), we must also recognize that the immutable and sovereign God deals appropriately with changes in human behavior. When they sin or repent of sin, He “changes His mind: with regard to the blessing or punishment appropriate to the situation (Ex. 32:12, 14, 1 Sam. 15:11, 2 Sam. 24:16, Jer. 18:11, Amos 7:3, 6) – all in accordance with His sovereign and eternal purposes. Because God is changeless in His being, and eternally loyal to His covenant promises, we can have firm confidence in Him who is “the same yesterday, today and forever” (Heb. 13:8).


Don’t get sidetracked on this issue. God is omniscient, meaning that He knows everything. And yet how can He explain Himself to us? He uses human ideas, human emotions, human decision making processes to communicate His ways.
 To show that He is a person and we are not just robots or puppets here. What we do really matters.


The thrust of this is that God is engaging Abraham in His work. He is the just judge who has heard the cries of the oppressed. And He has “come down” to judge them. First though, since He is just and righteous, He needs to assess the situation and see what is happening. But through all of this, He involves Abraham.


Because God is just and righteous, Abraham pursues God.


God is standing before Abraham (your text is too chicken to admit it, so it has changed it to Abraham standing before God). Then it says that Abraham “approached him.” This doesn’t mean that he moved a few steps closer, but that he began to speak to him in a formal way, like a lawyer approaches the judge even though he is already standing right there. 


Abraham then begins his role as a priest
. What is a priest? A priest is someone who intercedes for the spiritual lives of his people. He understands and has a position that is sort of a bridge or mediator in that he has a certain access or role that not everyone else has. Thus, he can come before God to represent the people or he can come to the people to represent God. As Tim Keller pointed out in a tape I listened to on this passage, this is the first instance of the activity of “priesting” in the Bible.
 


Abraham begins to intercede for the people.
 What is remarkable is that he isn’t pleading for his people, but for people that he doesn’t even know, for a pagan people in a land that he isn’t from. 


But what exactly is he doing? Is this a bargaining session. Some of you have been overseas or to Mexico where you get to haggle. Haggling is sort of fun, but also nerve-racking.  You never really know if you’ve gotten a good deal unless you know how much the thing costs in the first place. So you can easily get taken. But I’ve also bought hand-carved wooden spoons in Africa for a quarter. You just never know.


Is this Abraham in the open market haggling with God over the lives of men?


I don’t think so. Many do, including most commentators. They see this a simply Abraham interceding for the lives of the people of Sodom. But it seems to me that that isn’t what’s going on here. Let’s look closer.


Abraham begins asking God if he will spare the people if there are fifty righteous people in the city. He continues down until he gets to ten. If there are ten righteous people in the city, will you spare it? God answers, “For the sake of ten, I will not destroy it.”


What is Abraham asking here? He is asking something really profound. In the Bible we’ve seen that the unrighteousness of a few can be accounted to the others around. The Bible has no trouble with that concept, but it is kind of hard for us to swallow. What you do affects other people. We aren’t all just free, unconnected agents out there. Our families, our friends and our groups affect us. As Americans, we are lumped into a huge class when we travel overseas, for good or for ill (and you never know from person to person or town to town). Abraham is asking if that transfer can happen the other way. Not if God would destroy the city if He found a fifty or ten unrighteous there (which would actually seem more natural since it wasn’t in any way a godly city), but if the unrighteous would be saved if some righteous could be found. If their righteousness could be transferred to the others. Sure they deserve to die, but wouldn’t it be great if they were accounted righteousness on the basis of someone else.


Hmmm. Does any of that sound familiar?


You see, God keeps saying yes. Yes, I’ll spare the city for the righteous. If there are any. If it is the right person, I’ll do it. Abraham stops at ten for some reason. He either chickens out, or realizes that there aren’t ten righteous, there aren’t five righteous, there isn’t even one righteous. But the theological exploration still stands. God says yes. I would spare the people if I had the right one, the righteous one. His righteousness could be credited to the people and they could live. 


Because God is just and righteous, He became a man and died for His people.


Abraham believed in the promises of God. He pursued God and even tried to intercede for people. And yet, God did destroy Sodom and Gomorrah and all the people in it except Lot’s family, because he was connected through the covenantal promises too. This was a just judgment, one that we must trust in because it shows us how serious God is about His holiness.


Might we have a better priest? One who doesn’t just explore this idea of a righteousness transfer, but who actually accomplishes it? One who doesn’t merely haggle for awhile and then walk off, but who purchases the people with His own life?


Of course we do. Jesus himself is our great High Priest.  This is one of His roles. Prophet, priest and king, we say. He is He has not only become the sacrifice for our sins, but He continually makes intercession for us before the Father. 

So when you read Jesus’ prayer in John 17, you should hear Abraham’s pleading in your ears. Except this time you should hear more power, more confidence, more assurance, more accomplishment. “I have given them the glory that you gave me, that they may be one as we are one; I in them and you in me. May they be brought to complete unity to let the world know that you sent me and have loved them even as you have loved me.” Wow. That is truly amazing grace. That is the absolute accomplishment to the story that Abraham’s intercession only hinted at. This is God Himself coming down as a man to BE the sacrifice. 


How about this one from Hebrews: “How much more the, will the blood of Christ, who through the eternal Spirit offered himself unblemished to God, cleanse our consciences from acts that lead to death, so that we may serve the living God! For this reason, Christ is the mediator of the new covenant, that those who are called may receive the promised eternal inheritance – now that he has died as a ransom to set them free from the sins committed under the first covenant…Day after day every priest stands and performs his religious duties; again and again he offers the same sacrifices, which can never take away sins. But when this priest had offered for all time one sacrifice for sins, he sat down at the right hand of God. Since that time he waits for his enemies to be made his footstool, because by one sacrifice he has made perfect forever those who are being made holy.” (Hebrews 9:14-15, 10:11-14)

This is another picture of the gospel. It’s sort of a strange one, because it doesn’t really get accomplished. We see the BAD side of things – the sinfulness of mankind deserves and begets God’s righteous wrath poured out on them. We should weep not only for the death of their bodies, but for their souls’ eternal separation from God because they would not repent and acknowledge Him alone as Savior. They didn’t repent. We can. As Abraham explores the theological idea of what we call the Great Exchange (Jesus’ righteous life to us and our unrighteous life to Him), imagine if you had never read the rest of the Scriptures. Who could be so great as to be worthy to give His life for another? That one life could be accounted as righteous for thousands? That is a better, greater, closer priest than Abraham? 

We know – Jesus fulfills all this and more. We all always stand at the brink. We do not know when “God will come down” and our lives will end. It is time to be right with Him through the blood of Jesus shed for you. Call out to Him now. Call out to Him tonight. You can know – John writes, “And this is the testimony – that God gave us eternal life, and this life is in His Son. Whoever has the Son has life; whoever does not have the Son of God does not have life. I write these things to you who believe in the name of the Son of God so that you may know that you have eternal life.” (1 John 5:11-13).

Jesus isn’t like the priests in the news today. You don’t need them to be the bridge between you and God. That veil has been torn away with the life and death of Christ. Jesus will intercede for you. He will be the righteous life that God requires. You must trust in Him alone for salvation.

� “to justice” v 25, to restore a community’s right order under God’s rule by punishing those who destroy it with oppression of the weak and by delivering the oppressed. Waltke, Genesis, p. 270


� Calvin wrote that all of God’s talk is “baby talk” to us. Goo goo. Ga. Ga.


�“ Seeing that God here takes counsel, as if concerning a doubtful matter, he does it for the sake of men; for he had already determined what he would do.” Calvin, Genesis Commentary, p. 478.


� Abraham the great host is also Abraham the compassionate prophet who intercedes and upholds justice. He stands as a “preserver” in the line of Enoch and Noah. Fox argues, “Without this story Abraham would be a man of faith but not a man of compassion and moral outrage, a model consistent with Moses and the Prophets of Israel. Waltke,Genesis, p. 270.


� Melchizedek in chapter 14 is the first recorded priest, but he doesn’t do any priestly activity in the passage.


� “When we pray, He (God) makes us participants in His governing of the world.” DeGraaf, Promise and Deliverance, vol., 1, p. 115. As we survey Genesis 18, we are struck by how the Lord bestowed on Abraham His most intimate fellowship by eating his food. The Lord enjoyed Abraham’s faith and love, just as he is pleased to enjoy our faith and love. This communion between God and Abraham led Abraham to pray. In prayer, Abraham was God’s confidant. At the same time he looked up to the Lord and respected Him greatly. DeGraaf, p. 115.


� It is now established that the judgment on Sodom and Gomorrah, the paradigm for God’s future judgments, is just. The Lord investigates the accusations thoroughly, (18:22), ensures two objective witnesses, involves the faithful in his judgment, displays active compassion for the suffering, and prioritizes divine mercy over indignant wrath (i.e., not to be destroyed if even ten are righteous). The Lord himself will not appear again in this act; in the next scene he will rain down the judgment from heaven (see 19:24).








