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Sermon on the 21st Sunday after Pentecost 21 Oct 2007
Life transformation by receiving the angels
接待天使 生命改變
Genesis 18:1-15

Angela Gee
Why this surprised visit?
This is not the first appearance of our Lord to Abraham. Previously, God had spoken to Abraham directly (Gen12, 13); through a spokesman (Gen 14); in a vision (Gen 15:1); in an appearance accompanied with glory and splendor (Gen 17)…now, God appears before Abraham as an ordinary man, accompanied by two others who eventually are identified as angels. Was it not sufficient for God to speak his promise to Abraham and let the patriarch to be the mediator of the promise to his wife? Why must God pay this surprised visit? 
The narrator opens the scene by revealing the identity of these divine guests, but what Abraham sees in this desert noon are three travelers----'men.' If Donald Tsang announces he will pay a visit to a family soon, government officials will probably clean up the neighborhood and hide every dirt, but when Tsang were to disguise as a third country visitor, the reality would likely to surface. The townspeople's initial reaction toward a stranger is one of suspicion and hostility. It is a natural human response. Who knows what trouble a stranger may bring? Here the sudden visit of three ‘men’ at Abraham’s house is a similar situation.
Abraham models true hospitality
Abraham, though experiencing the disfavour of barrenness; in the muddled feelings of why God’s promise seems so distant, is still an upstanding, righteous people. He models true hospitality. Hospitality was one of the most highly regarded virtues of the ancient world. The Ancient World considered hospitality to be very important duty. In Biblical culture, extending hospitality was not just a courtesy but a sacred obligation. Abraham displayed extraordinary hospitality because of the values and customs of his times. Notice that this event was neither planned nor convenient. The guests arrive unannounced, at the worst possible time of day, when the kitchen is shut down and nothing is readily available. But how beautifully Abraham met his angels! He receives his unexpected angels without expecting any benefits. Look at the words of action here. We can't help but sense Abraham's urgency! He hurries everywhere and tells everyone else to hurry. Sarah is drawn into the action, and then a young servant joins the hurry of preparations.
He personally performs all chores too. We know Abraham had more than 318 men in his household (Gen 14:14), but here he himself becomes personally involved. He does not pass the buck; he hastens to do this himself. Sarah, too, is involved personally in making bread, although she also has servants. Hagar is there and others, but Sarah herself makes the bread loaves. We can almost see the sweat dripping from Abraham's brow as he barks out the orders. If we are taken by surprise by his sense of urgency, his generosity also appears overwhelming by our standards. This is no popcorn and tuna fish lunch. It is a banquet fit for a king. Sarah is to take "three measures (seah) of fine flour", that is, about two gallons; 'three seahs of best wheat flour' would make a great quantity of bread, while to kill 'a bull' for just three visitors shows royal generosity! 
Similar to this setting, God visits us throughout the course of our lives, through people whom we can’t imagine and sometimes when it is least expected. More important is that Abraham doesn't realize they are divine angels. “Do not forget to entertain strangers, for by so doing some people have entertained angels without knowing it.” (Heb 13:2). Abraham’s genuine hospitality to strangers therefore speaks to us. When we prepare the table for strangers (physical need of others) and reciprocally our soul will be fed. An angel may come as a stranger. Receiving a needy stranger is receiving God. “For I was hungry and you gave me something to eat, I was thirsty and you gave me something to drink, I was a stranger and you invited me in, I needed clothes and you clothed me, I was sick and you looked after me…truth, whatever you did for one of the least of these brothers of mine, you did for me.” (Mt 25:35-40). We see Christ by serving others.
The word ‘angel’ means ‘messenger’ of God; bearers of strength and sustenance to human creatures by whom the revelation of God can be mediated to mankind. We Christians too may stuck in great despair and there are miserable news day after day. When we are barren in spirituality, don’t stop our charity love to strangers (angels) because through this we can meet God and in turn have our spirituality revitalized by Him. “The secret things belong to the LORD our God, but the things revealed belong to us and to our children forever, that we may follow all the words of this law.” (Deut 29:29) The secret things include natural disasters; diseases; accidents etc. and the things revealed are His law----love one another. Hospitality 接待involves the obvious: offering food, drink and shelter to the stranger in need. In the Bible, hospitality is a much wider concept. Hospitality is an attitude, a disposition of the heart, out of which generous actions naturally flow. Hospitality also requires letting go of our pre-concepts of people we don’t know. Genuine hospitality to strangers requires withdrawing our judgment on others. 
Let’s go back to Abraham’s dining table. Now, the meal is over, it is time for the after-dinner conversation, which will reveal the purpose of this mysterious visit...
Reveals the purpose of this visit
Following the feast, the men turn to their host and ask, "Where is Sarah, your wife?" The fact that these strangers know Sarah's name may suggest to Abraham that they might be more than ordinary men. Responding, Abraham points to the tent. As was the custom of the day for married women, Sarah "stayed inside the tent out of sight of the visitors." In his speech to Abraham, the LORD will now speak about the promise of Sarah's pregnancy. He begins by assuring Abraham that he will pay them another visit about this time next year, and at that time Sarah will have a son. Driven by curiosity, Sarah is listening all the while. 
Sarah is well past menopause. The news is so unconvincing to her, as it was to Abraham not too long ago. But she is better at concealing her emotions. At least she did not fall on the ground laughing as Abraham had done (17:17). Abraham laughed out loud when hearing the news but Sarah manages to suppress her laughter and makes not a sound. Yet Abraham’s laughter is an innocent mark of astonishment, not a sign of diminished trust in God’s promise or capacity. Sarah’s laughter, like Abraham's, expresses her unbelief. A spontaneous reaction as well. She had stopped menstruating long ago! Her body is “worn out, used up!" What will you react when you hear your grandma or great grandma is pregnant? 
But God exposes Sarah’s hidden unbelief with the penetrating question or accusation: "Is anything too difficult for the Lord?" (18:14). He speaks directly to Sarah's silent laughter. Sarah tries to recover from being exposed in her unbelief. Her only reply is, "I didn't laugh." God again rebukes her, "Sarah, you did laugh." Her fear keeps her from taking in the full joy of what is about to happen to her, but God transforms her fear into yet another laugh. When Isaac is born, Sarah laughs again (Isaac: "God made me laugh"). The whole scene turns from a denial laughter to a genuine laughter. All out of God's grace. Like Sarah, we may have belatedly getting what we’ve yearned for and not knowing quite how to react. Sarah’s unbelief does not abort, or slowdown the promise of God. She will still conceive, whether she thinks she can or cannot.
Have you silently laugh at God's promise too? It is dangerous to carry on a secret denial of God within your heart since it will turn to diminishing trust in God. He watches it through. 

Have you ever heard someone laughing about the virgin birth of Jesus? I have. Have you ever heard someone laughing at God’s creation of the world? I have. Have you ever heard someone laughing to God’s salvation? I have. Sarah laughed to herself. No one heard this laughing except the Lord. God would not let her get away with hiding a denial of Him. We might not laugh out loud but do we always give God’s Word the respect it deserves? The Lord sees everything that goes on inside of us.

Somehow we manage to establish a firm and unwavering belief in God yet without any strong expectation that God will meddle in our affairs, or to do the impossible in the most hopeless of circumstances. We dare not deny the existence of God, but out of human logic and experience we never expect God's action in our 'unsolvable' problems. Sarah's bareness is a human reality. Some people would answer the visitor’s question as “Yes, there are some things too difficult for the Lord.” We too burst out the laugh of doubt, sometimes to others, to ourselves and to God.
Notice that a gentle rebuke is directed, at first, toward Abraham, not Sarah. “And the Lord said to Abraham, “Why did Sarah laugh …” (Gen 18:13) Had Abraham deliberately kept God’s promise from her? Was his faith so meek that he could not convince his wife? Somehow Abraham must give account for his wife’s response as Sarah’s response mirrored his! 

From their own perspectives, the answer had been yes, there are some things that are too difficult for God. And yet, God would act in their own history to reveal that he is not a God limited by human impossibilities, but a God who can bring newness into the most final of human endings. 

Sarah’s fertility is the paradigm of our spiritual life
Hope deferred sickens the heart. Many of us have experiences in wanting something very much, so much that the desire defines us or depletes us. It could be the dream of having a child; a goal that had to be put on hold, or one that remained outside our reach. When hopes are unfulfilled, we question God’s purpose. 
Look, God has made a very personal visit to Sarah. Like a surgeon on a house call, he wants to perform a spiritual surgery within her. Perhaps this is why the narrator twice alludes to the "opening" (doorway) of the tent (18:1,10). Abraham begins the scene at the opening of the tent, while Sarah remains hidden inside. But after Abraham draws her into the service of meal making, he leaves the tent to serve his guests, and Sarah moves from the inside to the opening of the tent so that she can hear what is being said. Perhaps that "opening" is symbolic that her heart is "open" to God to enter the deepest recesses of her being. We can imagine how she reacts when she hears her name mentioned. She wants to hear God's word personally and directly, and she is open to it, but when she hears it, it is too marvelous to believe, so she laughs. Her laughter comes from deep "within herself" ("in her midst"). 
It is there that God performs his surgery. He penetrates deeply into the inner recesses of Sarah's soul and draws her unbelief out into the open. There it is transformed into the laughter of belief, making her fertile. The door is opened, and as a result, God is able to enter through by his word, transforming unbelief into faith and faith into joyous laughter. Sarah’s fertility is a paradigm of our spiritual life. If you let God in, the doubts will be driven out! So don’t shut God out of your door. He may come as a stranger but his visit is to clear up your doubts, obvious and covert ones. God delivers his message through his angel (stranger), rather than drawing us to a mystical experience. 
By receiving the angels, the hearts of Abraham and Sarah have been touched by God. Their faiths are nourished and strengthened. Such life transformation is not a miracle or mystic experience. It is like the two men seeing Jesus on the road in Emmaus but are kept from recognizing him (Lk 24:13). When Jesus reveals the word of God, their hearts are burning within them. Until their meal with Jesus, they finally recognize him.

God speaks as loudly to Christians today as they did to Abraham, “Is anything too difficult for the Lord?” (Gen 18:14). Our unbelief is a failure to comprehend the extent of God’s ability to work in and through us. The other side of the coin is: was not the matter of having a son so unlikely, the glory for such a miracle would not have been given to God. Their son of laughter would always remind them of their unbelief, but also reveals how God fulfilled His promises and acted in our affairs. 
Sarah's laugh is our consolation for we normally think of Abraham and Sarah as paragons of faith that we could never hope to emulate them. The fact is that all people, good and bad, faithful and flawed, are worked into the plot of salvation. God does not require good people in order to do His work. He can and does work with us, whatever the moral and spiritual condition in which he finds us. God likes to do some of his best works using the most unlikely people. Our timid faith might deserve a divine rebuke, but will not constitute any obstacle to God's work.
The recent tragedy of a Tin Shui Wai family reflects that there are people in our society who think they’re facing dead ends in life, from the crippling effects of disrupted relationship to personal tragedy, illness or depression caused by bereavement. They are like Sarah (before Genesis 18) and live in a barren world with no future. Today’s text proclaims that such endings are not endings at all in the eyes of God, but the arena for new possibilities or meanings. 

The 67-year-old Japanese blind photographer, Yoshiharu Shiibashi, held a photo exhibition last week in Hong Kong Langham Hotel. He lost his eyesight at the age of 39. He has learnt to gain insightful perspectives into his subjects by using his heart to capture sceneries. In his words, “Beauty comes from within, not from our eyes.” It is possible for a blind man to pursue his passion in life. All from a new perspective in seeing life’s ‘dead end’.
A barren life could be transformed when receiving the unexpected angels. As you can see the reassured Abraham is going to be an angel himself----the intercessor for Sodom and Gomorrah in the next chapter. We, too, can be angels to others. Through us, God can let those in great despair see light at the end of the tunnel. He always provides us a way out, be it a new perspective or a new meaning in life, so that we can stand up. 

Let me clarify one thing. We cannot simply move into possibility thinking and assume that all we need is a change of attitude to create new beginnings from within ourselves and by our own determination. Some endings, some dead ends, some barrenness will not yield to human's own desire. We need to admit that we cannot determine for others what direction the work of God will take in their lives. We simply cannot chart the journey for them. But there is a powerful message from today’s text that we can proclaim the nature of our God as the one who brings newness into the dead ends of life. Open your door and receive our Lord.
Be angels

Abraham and Sarah are upstanding and righteous people, very hospitable to strangers, but their hospitality hesitated when it comes to God’s word. How hospitable are we too, to God’s word? We might be hospitable to the least brother, we might believe in God, but how eager are we to welcome his word? When his word is spoken, how do we respond? Also with Sarah’s chuckle? “This is unbelievable!" Like Abraham and Sarah, when we receive the unexpected strangers (God), we are actually receiving blessings and encouragements from God---a revitalized faith from our barren life. We, too, can be angels to others who see no outlets in life. Let us not dwell in the midst of our uncertainties, but act on the Word of God. Be angels and announce good news to the needy!
Prayer

Gracious God, Sarah laughed long ago - in the end. You made Sarah laugh. And as Sarah called her child Isaac – “God made me laugh”. Almighty God, in this church, in this society, and in other parts of the world, there are people who think they are hopeless and helpless. May God visit them through your angels and bring them hope. Also guide us to be your diligent angels. Amen. 









