8

THE LIFE OF ABRAHAM
THE KINDNESS AND SEVERITY OF GOD
Genesis 19
INTRODUCTION
This Fall I’ll be teaching Christian Theology at a nearby Christian school in Newmarket. When you hear that, you probably fall into one of two camps. Some might be thinking, “Wow, that sounds so interesting. I would love to attend that class.” But others might be thinking, “Boring. Theology is for geeks. I would prefer anything over that.” 
If that describes you, I want you to consider this: everyone has a theology, because everyone has thoughts about God. Theology isn’t just an academic discipline or a school elective you can ignore. It’s the contemplation and study of God – who he is, what he has done, and what he wants from us. It could be that you’ve concluded that God is unknowable, distant, or indifferent to your existence. That’s theology. It could be that you believe that God is cruel, always frowning at you and disappointed. That’s theology as well. 
There are so many different theologies of God because there are so many different ways of thinking about God. There’s Reformed Theology, which says that God is Sovereign over all things. There’s Arminian Theology, which says that God’s work in the world is subject to human free will. There’s Feminist Theology, which says that we shouldn’t refer to God as he because he is genderless. There’s Liberation Theology, which says that God’s primary concern in this world is to lift people out of poverty. There’s Prosperity Theology, which says that God wants to make everyone rich, but only if you have enough faith.
But perhaps the most popular theology of them all is one that you’ve never heard of, and yet it’s more pervasive than any of the rest. It’s the one that J.I. Packer calls “Santa Claus Theology”. It’s the view of God as the jolly old man who wants to make all of your dreams come true. Sure, he wants you to come to him, but it doesn’t bother him if you don’t. He’s still going to give you presents. He doesn’t ask for much, maybe some cookies and milk, but he can get by without them. He’s a God who’s always smiling, always laughing, and always giving you exactly what you want. 
In our text today, we’re going to encounter a God who shatters “Santa Claus Theology” into a million pieces as we look at the story of Sodom and Gomorrah. Here, we’re going to encounter a God who doesn’t just smile; he frowns. He doesn’t just give; he demands. He doesn’t just bless; he curses. We’re going to see all of that as God literally rains fire and brimstone from heaven and destroys these cities in righteous judgment.
But even in the midst of the darkness of God’s judgment, we’ll see brilliant flashes of his mercy, which are made that much more beautiful precisely because of his judgment, like rays of light piercing through a dark and overcast sky. And it is here, in considering both God’s justice and mercy, his severity and his kindness together, that we will come to a right theology, the only true way to know and understand God. Again, as Packer puts it,
“Christians…are not to dwell on God’s goodness alone, nor on his severity alone, but to contemplate both together. Both are attributes of God…Both appear alongside each other in the economy of grace. Both must be acknowledged together if God is to be truly known.” – J.I. Packer, Knowing God, p. 158
The title of this sermon is The Kindness and Severity of God. My aim today is to show you that we must Wage War Against Sin or God Will Wage War Against You.
We will break up our text today into three themes:
(1) Lot’s City
(2) Lot’s Sin
(3) Lot’s Saviour

(1) LOT’S CITY
Verse 1 says that “The two angels came to Sodom in the evening, and Lot was sitting in the gate of Sodom.” Recall that Lot is Abraham’s nephew, the kinsman he took with him out of Haran and into the land of Canaan. We last encountered him in Genesis 13 and 14 when his flocks and Abraham’s flocks grew so large that they could no longer live off the same land. In response, Lot decided to leave Abraham behind for the fertile Jordan Valley where the cities of Sodom and Gomorrah were located. It was a land that looked beautiful on the outside but was rotten on the inside. Genesis 13:10 said,
“…the Jordan Valley was well watered everywhere like the garden of the LORD, like the land of Egypt…”
but then verse 13 said,
“Now the men of Sodom were wicked, great sinners against the LORD.” 
Despite their wickedness and sin, God decided to show them exceptional kindness. In Genesis 14, we are told that Sodom was overtaken by an alliance of four western kings led by King Chedorlaomer, and that included Lot, his family, and his possessions. In response, Abraham rallied together his allies and trained men and defeated the western kings, freeing not only Lot, but the King of Sodom and all his people. And who does Abraham give credit to for the victory? The Lord. The people of Sodom knew who their deliverer was, and were in effect given an invitation to know him and to turn from their wicked ways. 
But here in Genesis 19, we see very early on that not much has changed. As the two angels speak with Lot they tell him that they’re planning to “spend the night in the town square”. But in response, verse 3 says that Lot “pressed them strongly” to stay with him in his house. What’s going on here? Is Lot just an over-enthusiastic host? Or is he trying to protect them from something?
The answer is revealed in the next two verses. Verses 4-5 says, “But before they lay down, the men of the city, the men of Sodom, both young and old, all the people to the last man, surrounded the house. And they called to Lot, ‘Where are the men who came to you tonight? Bring them out to us, that we may know them.’”
Note the repetition in verse 4. “The men of the city”. “The men of Sodom”. “Both young and old”. “All the people to the last man”. Four ways of saying one thing so that you don’t miss the point: everyone was there outside of Lot’s home. What do they want? Verse 5 says that they want the two men. More specifically, they want them to be brought out so that the men of Sodom may know them. 
The Hebrew word “know” in verse 5 can mean one of two things. It can mean intellectual knowledge, like knowing facts about a person, or knowing someone’s personality or hobbies, but it can also be a way of describing sexual intimacy. Genesis 4 describes Adam as “knowing” Eve, which led to Cain’s conception and birth. It also describes Cain as “knowing” his wife and she conceived and bore Enoch. So which is it? Do the men of the city want to sit down with the two angels and get to know them, or do they want to do something sexual to them? 
The answer is found in Lot’s reply to them in verse 8. In an attempt to protect his two guests, he offers them his “two daughters who have not known any man.” It’s pretty obvious that Lot’s not saying that they’ve never met a man, or that they don’t have any facts about men. He’s saying that they’ve never had sexual relations with a man. We know that because in verse 8 he doesn’t offer to bring them out so that this massive group of men can sit down and talk with them. He says, “Let me bring them out to you, and do to them as you please.” This is extremely troubling, and we’ll talk more about this later on, but for now we only need to note that what he’s doing is he’s offering his daughters to the men to sexually abuse so that they won’t sexually abuse his guests. 
That’s what they want to do. All the men of the city wanted their turn to sexually abuse these two visitors. This wasn’t just homosexual activity. This was homosexual rape. Old men, young men, it didn’t matter. Their rampant, violent, corrupted passion had spread like a cancer throughout the city and across generations so that all of them to the last man wanted to do this.
This is the real reason why Lot “pressed them strongly” to stay in the safety of his house instead of in the wide open exposure of the town square. He knew what his neighbours, his friends, and his fellow citizens would try to do. They would set upon these two men like animals in order to satisfy their sexual appetites. 
Now, we need to be careful here to make sure that we understand both what the text is saying and what the text isn’t saying. What the text isn’t saying is that all people who experience same-sex attraction are just like the men of Sodom. That’s just not true. The people of Sodom were exceptionally wicked in more ways than one, so much so that the word “Sodom” became synonymous with extreme sinfulness in the Bible thousands of years after it was destroyed. This was a uniquely corrupted people that absolutely deserved God’s swift and unrelenting judgment. 
The generation we live in is similar but different. Yes, we have homosexuality, but no, chances are that you don’t have to run and hide if you meet a gay man or woman. Indeed, if you take the time, I anticipate that you’ll actually have a pleasant experience getting to know them. We may not agree with their lifestyle choices, and we may not believe that same-sex relationships are part of God’s will for their lives, but that doesn’t mean that they can’t be our friends. That doesn’t mean we can’t reach out to them, show them kindness, and most importantly, share the good news of the gospel with them. 
They need the gospel just as much as we do. We’re sinners in need of grace, and so are they, and the question for us is, can we love them enough to share the gospel with them? Can we love them enough to show them the same grace that we’ve received? We shouldn’t run and hide. We shouldn’t even keep our distance. We should move towards them with gospel love so that they may know the love of our Saviour. 
However, we need to be absolutely clear that part of the reason why God judged Sodom was the fact of their homosexual activity. It wasn’t the only thing, but it was certainly a part of the equation. How do we know this? We know this from what other parts of the Bible say about this. For example, Ezekiel 16:49-50 says:
“Behold, this was the guilt of your sister Sodom: she and her daughters had pride, excess of food, and prosperous ease, but did not aid the poor and needy. They were haughty and did an abomination before me. So I removed them, when I saw it.”
Sodom did “an abomination” before the Lord, which is the same word used to describe homosexual activity among men in Leviticus 18 and 20. They weren’t only guilty of this, but it was certainly one of the things that caused God to judge them. 
Similarly, Jude 7 says:
“…Sodom and Gomorrah and the surrounding cities, which likewise indulged in sexual immorality and pursued unnatural desire, serve as an example by undergoing a punishment of eternal fire.”
The Bible is absolutely clear: men and women aren’t meant to have sexual relations with people of the same gender. If they do, they’re going to incur God’s judgment. That’s a hard thing to say. I think it’s one of the most difficult things you could ever say to someone. “You’re telling me I can’t love who I want?” or “You’re telling me I need to end my relationship with this person who has been my best friend and life partner?” 
The only way we can say it well, in a grace-filled, loving way, is to remember, always remember, that we’re no better. We are also sinners deserving of God’s judgment. We may not practice homosexuality, but you know what we do practice? Idolatry. Self-Righteousness. Pride. These are our sins, and they make us guilty before a Holy God in the same way as they are. The only way we can be freed from that guilt is by grace through faith in Jesus Christ. The more deeply we grasp this, the better equipped we will be to reach the lost with love, including the lost who are gay.  
The men of Sodom had their opportunity when Abraham saved them in the name of the Lord. But they didn’t repent. They had no desire to change. In fact, when Lot begs them not to act wickedly they respond with more violence in verse 9: “This fellow came to sojourn, and he has become the judge! Now we will deal worse with you than with them.” That would have been the end of Lot if the angels hadn’t intervened. By now they’ve seen enough. They’re done waiting and watching and decide to spring into action as they strike the men with blindness and pull Lot back into the safety of the house.  
It’s Judgment Day, not just for Sodom, but for Gomorrah and the surrounding cities in the Jordan Valley, because all of them were just as wicked. Verses 23-25 say that when the sun had risen, the LORD rained on Sodom and Gomorrah sulfur and fire from the LORD out of heaven. And he overthrew those cities, and all the valley, and all the inhabitants of the cities, and what grew on the ground.” 
And then in verses 27-28, the text takes us back to Abraham who’s standing at the place where he had met with the Lord the previous day as a reminder of God’s mercy. It was there that God had promised that the entire city would be spared for fifty, forty-five, forty, thirty, twenty, even ten righteous people. God wanted to show these cities mercy more than he wanted to judge them, but he couldn’t, because they had become so thoroughly corrupt. God does not delight in the destruction of the wicked, but he will not hesitate to destroy them if they do not repent. We must wage war against sin, or God will wage war against us. 

(2) LOT’S SIN
That’s one of the main lessons of Genesis 19, but there’s another lesson here, one that’s a little more subtle but perhaps even more important than the first. It’s the lesson that we learn from Lot, about how a man who once had everything – wealth, influence, and a personal relationship with God’s chosen instrument in the world – would end up living in a cave with nothing but two daughters who care only about exploiting his body in order to have children. This leads to our second point: Lot’s Sin. 
There’s no question that Lot is different from the rest of Sodom. We see that in the opening verses of Genesis 19 where he greets the two angels in the same way that Abraham had greeted them in Genesis 18: with honour, service, and hospitality. Grace still lingers upon Lot in such a way that distinguished him from his fellow citizens. 
It seemed that they noticed, which is why verse 1 says that “Lot was sitting in the gate of Sodom.” The gate was the place where the elders of the city would have been. It was where public meetings were held and legal disputes were adjudicated. Lot had been recognized by Sodom as a leading man of the city and elevated to a position of influence. 
Despite his position in the city, tension remained. Lot was happy living in the city and enjoyed the recognition he deserved, but he was troubled by the lifestyles of his fellow citizens. That’s why 2 Peter 2 calls him “righteous Lot”, and yet, Genesis 19 goes out of its way to tell us that the spirit of Sodom had seeped into his soul and affected him in ways he didn’t even know. It does that in four ways. 
First, in his offer of his daughters to the men of Sodom in verse 8. Lot stood between the Sodomites and his guests in verse 6. That was good. He boldly called them out for acting wickedly in verse 7. That was very good. But then he acted wickedly himself by being willing to sacrifice his two daughters for the sake of the two men. That was bad. In a way, you can’t really fault him because he didn’t have many options, but the option he chose was absolutely reprehensible. What could he have done instead? He could have offered himself. But even better, he could have realized beforehand that hiding the two visitors in his house wouldn’t have been sufficient. He should have taken them out of the city after they first arrived, knowing what his neighbours would try to do, but he didn’t, because he had grown comfortable in Sodom. 
[bookmark: _GoBack]That leads to Lot’s second fault. Verse 15 says that as morning dawned, the angels told Lot to escape the city with his family because judgment was coming that day. Lot believed them. He had told his future sons-in-law that judgment was coming the night before. He had seen what the angels could do when they supernaturally blinded the mob. He believed that they were messengers from God. And yet, verse 16 says that “he lingered”. He lingered. As wicked as the city had become, he didn’t want to leave, because he had come to love the things of the world more than the things of God. 
This is reflected in Lot’s third fault. In verse 17 the angels tell Lot, “Do not look back or stop anywhere in the valley”, because all the cities of the valley were to be destroyed. He needed to go beyond those cities and escape to the hills to get to safety. But Lot objects. In verse 19 he says, “But I cannot escape to the hills, lest the disaster overtake me and I die.” He was wrong, of course. God wouldn’t let the disaster overtake him before he got to safety. He was just using that as an excuse. The real reason why he didn’t want to escape to the hills is because he had grown comfortable with urban life. He didn’t want to return to the rural life of a nomad, migrating here and there to feed his flocks, having no place to lay his head, no place at the city gate to lead and receive the respect of men. He was a city boy now, not a nomad, and he wanted to keep it that way. 
And so, in verse 20, he asks the angels for another favour, the favour of sparing a nearby city in the Jordan valley. He knew that the city was just as bad as Sodom, that the same wickedness lurked there as well, but he still wanted it. He would rather live with the wicked in comfort than roam with the righteous, so he tries to persuade the angels to spare it. Verse 20: “It is a little one. Let me escape there—is it not a little one?” He’s saying, “Can’t you just let a little wickedness exist for my sake? For my comfort?” Lot had become a man who valued his own comfort more than God’s righteous judgment. 
Amazingly, the angels grant his request in verse 21. “Behold, I grant you this favour also, that I will not overthrow the city of which you have spoken.” That’s a God-given promise, but how does Lot respond? He responds with his fourth sin. After Lot lives in the little Sodomite city for a time, a city called “Zoar” which means “little”, verse 30 says that “Lot went up out of Zoar and lived in the hills with his two daughters”. Why would he do that? Didn’t he despise rural life for the urban? Verse 30 tells us the answer: “for he was afraid to live in Zoar.” He was afraid that God would destroy Zoar just as he had destroyed the other cities in the valley. But God promised he wouldn’t. Through his angelic messenger, he said in verse 21, “I will not overthrow the city of which you have spoken.” Lot didn’t believe that promise. Not anymore. And that led him to flee to a cave with nothing but his two daughters. 
Lot was sexually corrupt. He was worldly. He was a doubter. And now he had lost almost everything. He lost his home. He lost his wealth. He lost his influence. He lost his wife in verse 26 who “looked back” in longing for the wicked city and was subsequently destroyed with it. He lost his daughters’ purity when they decided to commit incest with him while he lay in a drunken stupor so that they could have children. 
How did this happen? It all began with a choice, a choice Lot made in Genesis 13 to settle in the Jordan valley for the prospect of becoming rich. Genesis is so clear in tracing Lot’s slow fade away from the things of God for the sake of the things of the world. Genesis 13:12 said,
“Lot settled among the cities of the valley and moved his tent as far as Sodom.” 
But then King Chedorlaomer pillages Sodom in Genesis 14 we’re told in verse 12 that,
“They also took Lot, the son of Abram’s brother, who was dwelling in Sodom, and his possessions, and went their way.” 
And then when we finally encounter Lot again in Genesis 19, he’s “sitting in the gate of Sodom” as one of its influential leaders. 
That’s how compromise works. It begins small, but then it snowballs to the point that it takes over your life and before you know it, you’re a completely different person. The lesson we learn from Lot is that whether we take the path of righteousness or the path of wickedness, whether we walk by faith or by sight, whether we live for the things of God or the things of this world, it all starts with the little choices that we make. The choices we make, and the priorities we have, set us on a trajectory that either lead us closer to God or farther away from his grace.  

(3) LOT’S SAVIOUR
Lot made the wrong choice, but that didn’t mean that all was lost. God was watching over him, ready and willing to save him from the judgment he so clearly deserved. This leads to our final point: Lot’s Saviour. 
This has been a heavy sermon, full of warnings and stark reminders of God’s heavy hand of judgment. But in the midst of this darkness, we must not miss the shining beam of his mercy that pierces through it all and reminds us that God is merciful. God is loving. God is mighty to save. 
We see that in verse 16. When the angels saw Lot respond to their warnings not by fleeing the city but by lingering, they didn’t say, “Ok, have it your way. It’s your choice.” Verse 16 says that “the men seized him and his wife and his two daughters by the hand”. They forced them to escape, not out of cruelty, but out of mercy, a mercy that originated not from them, but from the Lord. It was the LORD who was being merciful to him. God saved him from his judgment, a judgment that he deserved along with the rest of Sodom, so that though he lost much, he didn’t lose all. He had his daughters, and he had his life. 
Why did God do that? Was it because Lot had met the minimum righteousness threshold for salvation despite his own sin? Did he do enough good works while sitting at the city gates to earn it? No, none of that. Verse 29 tells us the real reason. “So it was that, when God destroyed the cities of the valley, God remembered Abraham and sent Lot out of the midst of the overthrow when he overthrew the cities in which Lot had lived.” 
God saved Lot because he remembered Abraham. He saved Lot for Abraham’s sake. When God considered Lot, he considered Abraham instead – his covenant with Abraham, his promises to Abraham, his love for Abraham – and it was for Abraham’s sake that Lot was saved. 
That’s how God saved people then, and that’s how God saves people today. God doesn’t save us from his judgment because of our good works or righteousness. He saves us for the sake of one who is greater than Abraham, Jesus Christ. When God looks upon someone who has put their trust in Christ, someone who believes that he died for their sins and raised them to new life to live no longer for themselves, or for the world, but for God, he remembers Christ, not their sins. And it is for Christ’s sake that he saves them from a judgment, a judgment that makes the judgment of Sodom look like a slap on the wrist. It’s an eternal judgment that awaits everyone who refuses to hide themselves in Christ and take shelter under the shadow of his wings. 
But for those who do, God’s promise to you is that he will rescue you from the fire of his wrath. Even when you linger, even when you hesitate to follow, he will lead you to safety with his arms full of mercy, because you are his, and he is yours. 

CONCLUSION
There are many lessons we could take away from Genesis 19, but let me just focus on one of them. Don’t be like Lot. He may have been saved, but as Paul says in 1 Corinthians 2:15, it was only through fire. His work was burned up in the loss of his wife and daughters. His life was wasted as he lay drunk in that cave with nothing but pity for himself, and it was all because of one thing: his friendship with the world.  
That’s what this text is ultimately about. It’s a warning against worldliness. These chapters in the middle of Genesis are all about Abraham, and yet here we have this little excursus on Lot. Why? Because Abraham and Lot are meant to stand in contrast to one another. The spiritual man and the worldly man. The man who trusted God, and the man who trusted himself. The man who wandered in the wilderness following God, and the man who settled down to follow the wicked. 
I’m not saying that we have to remove ourselves from the world or that we need to separate ourselves into Christian communes and have no contact with the unbelieving world. We have a responsibility to bless our communities, love our neighbours, and share the good news of the gospel with the world. But as we do so, our prayer should be, “Lord, don’t take us out of the world. Take the world out of us. Help us love the world without becoming comfortable in the world. Give us grace to change our world for your glory and not let the world change us.” 
And as Lot reminds us, this starts with the little choices that we make. They’re not necessarily right or wrong choices, but they’re important ones that could set us on a trajectory that either leads closer to God or farther. It could be the choice we make when we need to decide whether to move to get the bigger house or the higher-paying job or stay because we’re growing spiritually in the church we’re in. It could be the choice we make when we need to decide whether to spend Friday night with the friends who aren’t a very good influence on us instead of those who would sharpen us spiritually. It could be the choice we make when we need to decide whether to watch that popular show on Netflix instead of seeking the Lord through study and prayer. 
Let us be a people who live in the world but who are not of the world, a people who remember the warning in James 4:4 that “friendship with the world is enmity with God”. This world is not our home. Never was, never will be. So let’s stop living like it is, and start living for a better city, a heavenly city, a city that God in his mercy and grace will bring us to for the sake of Christ our Saviour. 

