“The Original Braveheart” (Genesis 14:1-24)

Too much comfort is dangerous...literally. Researchers at the University of California at Berkeley did an
experiment some time ago that involved introducing an amoeba into a perfectly stress-free environment:
ideal temperature, optimal concentration of moisture, and constant food supply. The amoeba had an
environment to which it had to make no adjustment whatsoever. So you would guess this was one happy,
little amoeba. Whatever it is that gives amoebas ulcers and high blood pressure was gone. Yet, oddly
enough, it died.

Apparently there is something about all living creatures, even amoebas that demand challenge. We
require change, adaptation, and challenge the way we require food and air. Comfort alone will kill us.'
The reason is simple. God created man something on the order of a rubber band. A rubber band is made
to stretch. When it is not being stretched it is small and relaxed, but as long as it remains in that shape it
is not doing what it was made to do. When it stretches, it is enlarged; it becomes tense and dynamic, and
it does what it was made to do.” God created you to stretch as you face challenges.

Martin Luther King, Jr. (1929-1968) once said, “The ultimate measure of a man is not where he stands in
moments of comfort and convenience, but where he stands at times of challenge and controversy.” What
kind of man or woman are you in the midst of challenge and controversy? Are you dependent upon the
Lord or are you consumed with worry and doubt? Today, God is calling you and me to rise up in His
strength and be people of courage and conviction. In Genesis 14:1-24, we will learn how Abram
demonstrated courage and conviction and we will be challenged to follow his example.

The first twelve verses serve as an introduction to this chapter. We are introduced to the first war ever
recorded in Scripture—a war between four eastern kings and five southern kings. It is interesting to note
that “Shinar” (i.e., Babylon, modern-day Iraq) initiated this first war mentioned in the Bible (14:1-2).*
Verse 4 tells us that the southern kings had been subjugated for twelve years. In the thirteenth year, they
attempted to throw off their shackles and establish independence.” On the surface, this war is merely an
international power struggle to control a strategic commercial land bridge between Mesopotamia and
Egypt. Whoever controlled this land bridge maintained a monopoly on international trade.

In response, the eastern kings launched a punishing assault that nipped this rebellion in the bud (14:5-7).
The eastern kings defeated everyone who opposed them.® They were an enemy that seemed invincible,
relentless, unstoppable, striking fear into every heart as they steamrolled over every opposing military
force. In 14:8-9, the southern kings drew up battle lines. In spite of the overwhelming odds, the kings of
Sodom and Gomorrah, with their allies, decided that possible defeat was better than guaranteed slavery.
So they dug in for all-out battle in the valley of Siddim, which was full of tar pits.” The five southern
kings felt that these pits would be a natural defense. However, the outcome was not what they had
hoped—the southern kings were routed and many fell into the tar pits (14:10).* Those that didn’t fall into
them fled to the hills.

In 14:11-12, we come to the point of the suspenseful plot of this narrative. Moses writes, “Then they
took all the goods of Sodom and Gomorrah and all their food supply, and departed. They also took
Lot, Abram’s nephew, and his possessions and departed, for he was living in Sodom.” What a
commentary on the poor decision of Lot in Genesis 13. Lot had chosen to act on the basis of economic
self-interest and had disregarded the covenant God had made with Abram (12:1-3). He separated from his
uncle and moved into Sodom (14:12).



About the time that he made this move, he and his whole family were taken captive by the four eastern
kings. But all that Lot had gained by taking advantage of Abram and rejecting the promises of God was
lost in an instant.

What painful irony. Lot had greedily chosen the best part of the land, and his choice had proven
disastrous. Lot, and everything he owned, was carried off to who knows where. Turkey? Read between
the lines. Lot had seen agonizing deaths and rapes, the traditional wake of ancient victory. Perhaps he
had lost children and loved ones. Perhaps a daughter was now the prize of some Hittite. As he trudged
across the Transjordan toward Canaan’s border, all hopes were dead.’

There is very little security in this world, outside of God. There are two ways to learn this lesson: the
easy way and the hard way. The easy way is to believe God! God constantly warns us that there is no
security in earthly treasures. They can be lost overnight. War may smash our expectations. Everything
deteriorates; “moth and rust” can destroy; thieves can break in and steal (Matt 6:19)."° But if we refuse to
listen to God’s warnings, then the Lord will teach us the hard way. Amidst this historical account, we see
an important truth that we must not forget: God disciplines His children because He loves them and
wants the best for them (Prov 3:11-12; Heb 12:5-11). For Lot, it meant the loss of his family and
everything he owned, not to mention his Christian maturity. Yet, even in this, we must remember that
God’s discipline is always based upon His love. He longs to give us what we need most and that is
fellowship with Him.

[Now we come to the first of two principles that will enable us to be people of courage and conviction.]

1. Pursue your sinning brother (14:13-16). In 14:13, Moses writes, “Then a fugitive came and told
Abram the Hebrew." Now he was living by the oaks of Mamre the Amorite, brother of Eshcol and
brother of Aner, and these were allies with Abram.” In this section and many others the Bible teaches,
“There is no rest for the righteous.” Here we come upon another challenge to God’s faithfulness and
Abram’s faith. So far Abram had to contend with several barriers to God’s fulfilling His promises to him.
His wife was barren; he had to leave the land; his life was in danger; and his anticipated heir, Lot,
showed no interest in the Promised Land. Now he finds himself on the verge of becoming involved in a
war with four powerful kings in order to save his nephew Lot."?

Think about this for a moment. Abram could have chosen to do nothing. He could have given at least
four good reasons to ignore Lot’s dilemma:
1) “Lot got himself into this mess, let him get himself out.”
2) “Lot took advantage of me! He dishonored me! This is God’s discipline!”
3) “Even if [ wanted to save Lot, it would be a suicide mission against such an army! People would
get hurt if I got involved.”"
4) “What if something happens to me?” Lot is expendable but I am the one indispensable man.

Abram could have also used excuses like: “I’m a farmer, not a fighter” or “God has not called me to be a
solider but a saint.” In spite of all of these seemingly legitimate responses, Abram chose to take action. In
our day and age, this is rare. We live in a culture that hesitates getting involved with others. We complain
about the problems of AIDS, pornography, drugs and alcohol, and so on, but we seldom get involved to
make a difference. The same is true in the church. We walk away from our own wounded. We ignore
those who fail. We let brothers and sisters struggle alone in the darkness."*

In 14:14-16, Abram shows generosity and grace to a believer that has badly mistreated him." “When
Abram heard that his relative had been taken captive, he led out his trained men, born in his



house, three hundred and eighteen, and went in pursuit as far as Dan. He divided his forces against
them by night, he and his servants, and defeated them, and pursued them as far as Hobah, which is
north of Damascus. He brought back all the goods, and also brought back his relative Lot with his
possessions, and also the women, and the people.”

These three verses demonstrate that Abram didn’t live in a monastery or an ivory tower. He had 318 men
that he had trained for war. Abram is anything but a nomadic shepherd who passes time counting sheep
and stars. He is a powerful individual with a substantial number of troops on call. And for Lot’s sake,
Abram was willing to go to war, but only at the right time and in the right way.'® There are times when
war is sanctioned and blessed by God (cf. 14:19-20).

This serves as a great reminder that the Christian life is not a bed of roses. Truly, “there is no rest for the
righteous.” Jesus Himself said that a relationship with Him often brings a sword...not the peace and
tranquility we would like. We may have peace within, peace with God, but there is no promise of soft or
easy living. The Christian life is not a cushy life.

Abram faced a vast, unstoppable military force of four kings with only 318 men. But with God, that was
all he needed! God is able to give a trusting and obedient minority victory over ungodly forces that are
overwhelmingly superior in numbers.'” Here’s the lesson: Zechariah 4:6, ““Not by might nor by power,
but by my Spirit,” says the LORD Almighty.” It’s a lesson that God taught Moses when God used him to
deliver His people from Egypt. It’s a lesson that God taught Joshua and the people of Israel when they
advanced into the Promised Land—a land filled with giants! It’s a lesson that God taught Gideon when
he faced the armies of the Midianites and Amalakites with only 300 men (Jdg 7:6; 8:10). And David,
taking 400 men and chasing the Amalekites who had taken his two wives among their prisoners (1 Sam
30:10). Your problems are always smaller than God! He is able to be victorious in your life over any
obstacle you face.

In 14:14, Moses writes that Abram “went in pursuit as far as Dan.” Abram is dwelling in the hill
country south of Jerusalem. Lot is dwelling in the cities of the plain, south of the Dead Sea. Now
remember, Dan is in the distant north of Jerusalem. That means they’ve gone as far north as you can go
in Israel today. Remember the expression, “from Dan to Beersheba” (Jdg 20:1; 2 Sam 24:2, 15)? Well
that expression tells us how far north and how far south Israel extended in those days. Beersheba is close
to where Abram is dwelling. Dan is as distant as it can get, but Abraham is off to the rescue. He traveled
over 240 miles, one-way, to rescue Lot.'® He chases Chedorlaomer and the others all the way to Dan in
the north. This is what I call “kicking tail and taking names.”"

Abram was a man of faith but he was also a prudent man. He divided his men and attacked at night
(14:15). The march of Abram and his tiny band is one of the most remarkable forced marches in history.
They traveled the whole length of the Jordan River and launched a counter attack as the enemy indulged
in a time of carousing and reveling in celebration of their victory. He routed them and pursued them as
far as Hobah (250 miles north of Damascus). Amazing!

How did Abram defeat these armies? It was his faith. He believed God’s Word—that the land would go
to His descendants—and therefore knew that God was with him. Even if he met defeat, he knew that God
would keep His promise.”” Do you have this kind of faith?

In this moment, Abram reflected Christ. Jesus did not sit idly by in heaven waiting for us to deserve
redemption. Neither was our redemption painless. Christ left the glories of heaven to come after us.



Abram recovered what had been lost (14:16): Lot and his possessions, the women, and the other people.
Everything was recovered: the possessions, the people, and the prodigal Lot. Unfortunately, Lot fails to
respond to this spiritual crisis in his life. Instead of turning from the wickedness of Sodom and Gomorrah
and returning to God, he heads home to the city of Sodom. In Genesis 19, we find that Lot, for a second
time, will lose everything he has as God judges the wickedness of these sinful cities.

When is it appropriate to rescue foolish relatives like Abram did? Ask yourself three questions:
1) Will the foolishness my relatives have gotten themselves into permanently damage or destroy
them? If the answer is yes, then it is appropriate to bail them out. Nothing of value is ever
achieved if people are destroyed.

2) Will my foolish relatives likely learn from their folly? If the answer is “yes,” as long as the
answer is “no” to question one, then perhaps they’re best served by retracing their steps, the steps
that led them to their foolishness, and working themselves out of a jam.

3) Would God rescue me from my foolishness? God responds to us much the same way we should
respond to these questions. If Abram had not rescued Lot, Lot would have died. If God had not
rescued us, we would have died in our trespasses and sins. So if you are thankful to God today
for rescuing you, undeserving as you were, shouldn’t thankful people rescue others, even if they
are not deserving?”'

As a result of his victory, Abram became a household name from the Euphrates to the Nile. An authentic
hero! But here lay a further testing—the test of success. So often those who have been stellar in adversity
are derailed by success. Their behavior changes in order to take advantage of their fame. Faith in God
reverts to faith in self. They begin to believe the good press. And so weakened, they succumb to
temptation they had easily resisted before. How would Abram fare?

[In 14:17-24, we find a second principle that will enable us to be people of courage and conviction. ]

2. Trust the Lord to meet your needs (14:17-24). Moses writes, “Then after his return from the
defeat of Chedorlaomer and the kings who were with him, the king of Sodom went out to meet him
at the valley of Shaveh® (that is, the King’s Valley).” The king of Sodom came out to meet Abram.
Abram had fought his great battle, not on behalf of the king of Sodom, but for the sake of Lot and his
family. Nevertheless, his victory also benefited the wicked cities of Sodom and Gomorrah. So a special
welcoming committee was appointed, headed by the king himself, to confer upon Abram the usual
reward for a conquering hero. His reception must have been the ancient version of a New York City
ticker tape parade! There are few temptations as powerful, yet subtle, as praise! Proverbs 27:21: “The
crucible for silver and the furnace for gold, but man is tested by the praise he receives.” How do you
handle praise from men?

At the close of chapter 13, Lot anticipates future prosperity in Sodom, while Abram was content to
worship and live in Hebron (13:18). But Lot’s selfish decision gains him a prize soon lost; while
Abram’s response places him in a position of honor among the kings of the plain (14:17-24).” How the
tables can turn! When we are faithful to God, He always finds a way to bless us. It may not seem that you
are a recipient for blessing, but God is no man’s debtor.

In 14:18, yet another king appears: “And Melchizedek king of Salem brought out bread and wine;
now he was a priest of God Most High.” Who was Melchizedek?** “Melchizedek” was probably a title
rather than a proper name. It means “King of Righteousness.” Melchizedek was a Canaanite, but he is



called a “priest of God Most High.”? In addition to his office of priest, he also is described as the king
of Salem, apparently a reference to the shortened name for Jerusalem (Ps 76:2), which at that time was
occupied by the Canaanites.”® This Gentile comes forward to pay homage to Abram. He brings with him
bread and wine as he goes out to meet Abram on his return from the amazing victory.

In 14:19, Melchizedek blessed Abram and said, “‘Blessed be Abram of God Most High, Possessor of
heaven and earth; and blessed be God Most High, who has delivered your enemies into your
hand.”” Melchizedek did not credit General Abram with a strategic battle plan. He acknowledges God’s
work. He made it clear that we may pursue and we may fight, but God gives the victory (cf. Ps 33:16-19;
44:3).*" This is a most unexpected turn of events, for out of the grossly pagan world of the Canaanites
emerges not only one who shares belief and worship in the same God as the Semitic Abram but one who
pronounces the blessing on the patriarch whom God had already blessed. Abram also acknowledges the
priestly dignity of this Canaanite priest-king by giving him a tithe.”®

This is a perfect picture of how Jesus comes to our aid and rescue when we need Him. After periods of
conflict and testing, Jesus Himself has a habit of coming to visit us. He brings encouragement. Jesus is
our sympathetic High Priest in a unique order; there is no one like Him.”

After Melchizedek spoke these words, Abram gave him a tenth of all his bounty. What made Abram
tithe? It was not the Mosaic law. It did not yet exist. The Spirit was leading Abram. When the Spirit leads
us we shall fulfill the law even if it does not exist! The Christian will tithe, and more than tithe, if he is
led by the Spirit.”’ This is an emphasis upon “firstfruits.” Abram gave his best—first to the Lord. The
tithe is not a debt paid to God. Rather, it is a tangible acknowledgment that everything we have belongs
to God. In the Old Testament, the tithe was an obligation before God. In the New Testament, the
obligation of tithing has been swallowed up in the privilege and joy of being a faithful steward of God’s
resources (2 Cor 9:7-8). My understanding of the Bible, when it comes to tithing, is that 10% is the bare
bones minimum.

The conquering of the four kings and their armies was only the first of two battles Abram would have to
fight in this chapter. His next enemy, the king of Sodom, would be much more subtle in his attack on the
authority of God. Often, the most dangerous time in the Christian life is right after some great victory of
faith. Understanding the potential weakness of Abram’s strength, God arranged for Melchizedek to meet
Abram and prepare him for his encounter with the king of Sodom.”

The story concludes with Abram conversing with the king of Sodom (14:22-24) who insists that Abram
take the war spoils.”” One king already enriched him (12:10-20). He does not want that to happen again.**
He doesn’t want any man to be able to say, “I made Abram rich.” So he responds with these powerful
words: “I have sworn to the LORD God Most High, possessor of heaven and earth, that I will not
take a thread or a sandal thong or anything that is yours, for fear you would say, ‘I have made
Abram rich.’ I will take nothing except what the young men have eaten, and the share of the men
who went with me, Aner, Eshcol, and Mamre; let them take their share.’””*® This passage concludes
with Abram confessing God before men. He says, “I have sworn to the LORD God Most High,
possessor of heaven and earth...” (14:22). This is the first example of what we now see in the sports
world today, on national TV. Abe “gives it up” for the Lord in a pubic venue. He believes that God is
capable of meeting his needs. He bases this on the fact that God is the “possessor of heaven and earth.”
And since God owns “the cattle on a thousand hills” (Ps 50:10), Abram at that moment was able to trust
God for his future needs.*®

Our ultimate source of blessing is God. Confidence that God will preserve and provide for His own, as
He has promised, should encourage believers to decline worldly benefits and wait for God’s blessings.



That’s easy to say, but difficult to live. I tend to rely on my own abilities as my source. I tend to turn to
others for help when life is tough. But living the life of faith is trusting God alone as our source.”’

Although God led Abram to refuse any reward for his efforts, Abram did not force his personal
convictions on his allies. They were entitled to the spoil. Do not judge others when it comes to disputable
matters (cf. Rom 14:5-6). Abram doesn’t impose morality on his men. Again, he trusts the Lord to work
as He sees fit in the lives of these men.

My family and I recently became the proud owners of a dog. His name is Jerome and he is a basset hound
mix. Jerome absolutely loves us. Whenever he sees any of us he wags his tail and jumps up all over us.
He follows us wherever we go. It seems that his affection is true and deep. However, Jerome has this
little problem: he loves to break his leash and run away from us. Several times now we have had an “all
points bulletin” (APB) throughout our neighborhood trying to coral Jerome.

Here’s what we have learned: The true test of real love takes place when Jerome has the opportunity to
go out on his own and yet remains happily within earshot of us. The goal is for our family to become the
be-all and end-all of Jerome’s life.

The real test of our Christianity isn’t seen in our work or words. It’s found in this: When we have an
opportunity to wander away, to disobey, to leave God’s presence, do we choose instead to stay close to
Him, to abide in Christ, and to obey? Is your love for Christ seen in your obedience and utter loyalty to
Him and to Him alone?*®
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