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“A Most Unusual Meal” (Genesis 18:1-33) 

In contrast to chapter 16, chapter 18 is one of the high marks of Abraham’s spiritual life. While 
his faith was not flawless, it had matured. His attitudes and actions serve as an example of 
growing faith. We see him learning the power of intercessory prayer and patience to await God 
to execute His Sovereign plan. The high point of Abraham’s spiritual communion is seen in his 
intercession with the Lord for the sparing of the righteous in Sodom.  
 

And the LORD appeared unto him in the plains of Mamre: and he sat in the tent door in the heat of the day; 
And he lift up his eyes and looked, and, lo, three men stood by him: and when he saw them, he ran to meet them 
from the tent door, and bowed himself toward the ground, And said, My Lord, if now I have found favour in thy 
sight, pass not away, I pray thee, from thy servant: Let a little water, I pray you, be fetched, and wash your feet, 
and rest yourselves under the tree: And I will fetch a morsel of bread, and comfort ye your hearts; after that ye 

shall pass on: for therefore are ye come to your servant. And they said, So do, as thou hast said. And Abraham 
hastened into the tent unto Sarah, and said, Make ready quickly three measures of fine meal, knead it, and make 

cakes upon the hearth. And Abraham ran unto the herd, and fetcht a calf tender and good, and gave it unto a 
young man; and he hasted to dress it. And he took butter, and milk, and the calf which he had dressed, and set it 

before them; and he stood by them under the tree, and they did eat. (v1-8) 
 
This chapter begins with a most unusual incident in Scripture, as we read of the Lord coming 
with two angels in bodily form and then eating with men. Now, the Bible has much to encourage 
us to welcome strangers. The apostle exhorts us, “Be not forgetful to entertain strangers: for thereby some 
have entertained angels unawares” (Heb. 13:2). The point of the inspired author in Hebrews 13:2 is 
not that we should be hospitable hoping that an angel comes around, but rather that we have no 
idea how far-reaching a simple act of warmhearted kindness may be. The New Testament also 
provides us with instruction and examples pertaining to hospitality to strangers (Luke 24:28-31; 
Acts 16:15; 1 Tim. 5:10). People with a heart for God will always have a heart for other people. 
Never avoid an opportunity to show Christ’s love to a stranger in our midst. Kindness is one gift 
anyone can give. There is an old saying,  
 
To know love, open your heart to Jesus. To show love, open your heart to others.  
 
Abraham must have spotted the three strangers around noon, which was the heat of the day. He 
sets us a good example here of Christian hospitality. Although Abraham does not initially seem 
to recognise the Lord as one of the three visitors (cf. Heb. 13:2), yet he warmly welcomed these 
three strangers when they passed his way in Genesis 18. Indeed, the 100-year- old man ran to 
personally provide for them! He did not merely carry out the basic common courtesy, but 
showed these visitors proper respect by bowing to them and spared no expense to entertain 
them. Although he had a large household to manage, Abraham took time to welcome others. His 
focus was on their needs rather than his own.  

Our Christian life is a continuous struggle against self-centeredness and selfishness. 
Biblical love requires attention and effort towards others. We all over-rate ourselves in the area 
of practical kindness. Abraham must be commended for his attitude and action here. He knew 
that this situation was a test of the practicality of his faith. Perhaps he saw this as an opportunity 
to witness of his faith to those around him.  



  

 2 

And they said unto him, Where is Sarah thy wife? And he said, Behold, in the tent. And he said, I will certainly 
return unto thee according to the time of life; and, lo, Sarah thy wife shall have a son. And Sarah heard it in the 

tent door, which was behind him. Now Abraham and Sarah were old and well stricken in age; and it ceased to be 
with Sarah after the manner of women. Therefore Sarah laughed within herself, saying, After I am waxed old 

shall I have pleasure, my lord being old also? And the LORD said unto Abraham, Wherefore did Sarah laugh, 
saying, Shall I of a surety bear a child, which am old? Is any thing too hard for the LORD? At the time 

appointed I will return unto thee, according to the time of life, and Sarah shall have a son. Then Sarah denied, 
saying, I laughed not; for she was afraid. And he said, Nay; but thou didst laugh. (v9-15) 

 
If Abraham had doubts about the identity of these three strangers, this will soon disappear. The 
Lord suddenly reveals that Sarah will soon have a child, “I will certainly return unto thee according to 
the time of life; and, lo, Sarah thy wife shall have a son.” At this point Sarah was now beyond the 
biological age for bearing a child. The NT reveals that Abraham’s body at this point was also, “he 
considered not his own body now dead, when he was about an hundred years old, neither yet the deadness of 
Sarah’s womb: he staggered not at the promise of God through unbelief, but was strong in faith, giving glory to 
God” (Rom. 4:19-20).  

Previously, the Lord had communicated to Abraham that Sarah would be the biological 
mother of his child. Clearly, Abraham had not informed her of this or she refused to believe him. 
While the men ate and spoke, Sarah was in another place, which probably was in keeping with 
the Eastern custom. However, she was eavesdropping on the conversation. She laughed in 
unbelief within herself when she heard this amazing news. This was a different type of laughter 
from that of Abraham in the previous chapter. Her basic problem was that she doubted the 
power and promises of God. She was sure such a statement was a mistake. In her opinion, a 
child was out of the range of logical possibilities. Amazingly, this is what Sarah greatly desired 
but when God promised her a son she could not believe it.  

The Lord discerns her scepticism, “Wherefore did Sarah laugh, saying, Shall I of a surety bear a 
child, which am old?” He poses a rhetorical question, “Is any thing too hard for the LORD?” This is a 
question we all need to ponder as we often walk in doubt concerning God’s promises. We are all 
too prone to judge circumstances and possibilities independently of God. The Lord created this 
vast universe by His spoken sovereign word. So how could anything be too hard for such a God? 
We all need to learn to wait patiently on Him to fulfill His promises to us. It would be good for 
us all to hang a sign in our homes, “Is any thing too hard for the LORD?” to give us spiritual strength 
when doubts arise. How different our lives would be if we believed this fact.  

Sarah’s laugh of doubt is not an insignificant thing. Unbelief in God’s promise is, in 
effect, to call God a liar. It is a sin which leads on to other sins. Therefore, it is no surprise that 
Sarah quickly falls into the sin of openly lying. For when the Lord confronts Sarah about her sin 
of doubt she lies, “I laughed not.” Typical of sinners, she foolishly tries to cover up her sin. 
However, the Lord does not allow the lie to pass but immediately rebukes, “Nay; but thou didst 
laugh.” It is vital for the mother of this great nation to be confronted by her sin. She would have 
a profound influence on the child of the promise, Isaac. God wants her to be a woman of faith 
just as much as her husband. The Lord demonstrates to her that He is omniscient (cf. Heb. 4:13). 
Tozer reflects on this attribute of God,  

 
“God knows instantly and effortlessly all matter and all matters, all mind and every mind, 
all spirit and all spirits, all being and every being, all creaturehood and all creatures, every 
plurality and all pluralities, all law and every law, all relations, all causes, all thoughts, all 
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mysteries, all enigmas, all feeling, all desires, every unuttered secret, all thrones and 
dominions, all personalities, all things visible and invisible in heaven and in earth, motion, 
space, time, life, death, good, evil, heaven, and hell.” 

 
It is interesting to note that we do not read of Sarah laughing at God’s promises again. She 
learned a painful lesson in this humiliation for the NT commends her faith in conception, 
“Through faith also Sara herself received strength to conceive seed, and was delivered of a child when she was past 
age, because she judged Him faithful who had promised” (Heb. 11:11). Sarah did not just live off her 
husband’s faith. She learned to trust God’s promises unconditionally. Her faith shines brighter 
than her doubts. It was not always perfect, but it did persevere. Sarah learned that without Him, 
she could do nothing. Her laughter of doubt will eventually become the laughter of joy.  
 

And the LORD said, Shall I hide from Abraham that thing which I do; Seeing that Abraham shall surely 
become a great and mighty nation, and all the nations of the earth shall be blessed in him? For I know him, that 

he will command his children and his household after him, and they shall keep the way of the LORD, to do 
justice and judgment; that the LORD may bring upon Abraham that which he hath spoken of him. (v17- 19) 

 
The Lord pays a great tribute to Abraham here. He wants to reveal His sovereign plan to His 
friend Abraham. After restating His covenant promises with Abraham (v17), the Lord 
acknowledges that the Patriarch is a man of consistency, For I know him, that he will command his 
children and his household after him, and they shall keep the way of the LORD.” Abraham has a duty to 
respond to God’s sovereign promises, “that the LORD may bring upon Abraham that which he hath 
spoken of him.” It is notable that the father is mentioned here as having the primary responsibility 
to ensure the whole family is brought up in a godly manner (cf. Eph. 6:4).  
 
And the LORD said, Because the cry of Sodom and Gomorrah is great, and because their sin is very grievous; I 
will go down now, and see whether they have done altogether according to the cry of it, which is come unto me; and 
if not, I will know. And the men turned their faces from thence, and went toward Sodom: but Abraham stood yet 

before the LORD. (v20-22) 
 
God notes the sins of the wicked. He is not indifferent to it. Sodom and Gomorrah had reached 
the end of the line with God, “Because the cry of Sodom and Gomorrah is great, and because their sin is very 
grievous.” Judgment is now inevitable as their cup of iniquity is now full. Within a matter of hours, 
the cities will be wiped off the earth. Steve Cole notes,  
 

“In Sodom, everybody got up that final morning assuming that it would be like any other 
day. If you had asked the man on the street, “How’s it going?” he would have replied, 
“Great! The stock market’s up, the city’s not at war, I’ve got a good job, life is good!” 
And yet 24 hours later, he and everyone else were dead and the city was destroyed. To 
the pagans living nearby, the destruction of Sodom and Gomorrah was an unfortunate 
natural disaster. If it had happened in our day, there would be footage on the evening 
news, along with explanations by geologists about how this sort of thing occurs. But no 
one would be saying, “The holy God of heaven has judged a wicked people.”” 

 
The Lord’s intention is described here in anthropomorphic language, “I will go down now, and see 
whether they have done altogether according to the cry of it.” This statement is to emphasise that the Lord 
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is personally interested in Sodom and has no desire to merely destroy them without due cause. 
The wording in this statement should not be interpreted in a way that undermines the 
omniscience of God. They will, however, reassure Abraham that God will determine the future 
of Sodom on full, accurate information. 
 
And Abraham drew near, and said, Wilt thou also destroy the righteous with the wicked? Peradventure there be 
fifty righteous within the city: wilt thou also destroy and not spare the place for the fifty righteous that are therein? 
That be far from thee to do after this manner, to slay the righteous with the wicked: and that the righteous should 
be as the wicked, that be far from thee: Shall not the Judge of all the earth do right? And the LORD said, If I 

find in Sodom fifty righteous within the city, then I will spare all the place for their sakes. And Abraham 
answered and said, Behold now, I have taken upon me to speak unto the Lord, which am but dust and ashes: 

Peradventure there shall lack five of the fifty righteous: wilt thou destroy all the city for lack of five? And he said, 
If I find there forty and five, I will not destroy it. And he spake unto him yet again, and said, Peradventure there 

shall be forty found there. And he said, I will not do it for forty’s sake. And he said unto him, Oh let not the 
Lord be angry, and I will speak: Peradventure there shall thirty be found there. And he said, I will not do it, if I 

find thirty there. And he said, Behold now, I have taken upon me to speak unto the Lord: Peradventure there 
shall be twenty found there. And he said, I will not destroy it for twenty’s sake. And he said, Oh let not the Lord 
be angry, and I will speak yet but this once: Peradventure ten shall be found there. And he said, I will not destroy 

it for ten’s sake. And the LORD went his way, as soon as he had left communing with Abraham: and 
Abraham returned unto his place. (v23-33) 

 
This is the first instance of intercessory prayer recorded in the Bible so it is worth noting. It is 
one of the great biblical passages on prayer. It reflects how far Abraham’s faith had matured and 
his intimacy with the Lord. It is a humble, persistent, and persuasive prayer. God’s revelation of 
His secret counsel concerning Sodom prompts Abraham to pour out his heart for these souls. 
Derek Kidner also observes, “The initiative in this great intercession was with God, in the sense 
that He broached the subject Himself, He waited for Abraham’s plea, and He chose the point at 
which the conversation would end.” 

Abraham could not do much for Sodom but to pray. However, that did not discourage 
him. Although Sodom does not mean much to us, Abraham had met these people and they were 
real flesh and blood to him. Conscious of the awful fate that awaited sinners in eternity, a 
burdened Abraham interceded before the Lord to spare the city. Doubtless, his own relatives 
were at the forefront of his thoughts but Abraham did not just plead for them to be spared. His 
heart is wider than that, as his persistence in prayer demonstrates.  

Abraham comes before the Lord with humility and meekness, “Behold now, I have taken 
upon me to speak unto the Lord, which am but dust and ashes.” This is not an exaggerated piety, but a 
true perspective of self before God. John Calvin points out “that the nearer Abraham 
approaches to God, the more fully sensible does he become of the miserable and abject 
condition of men” Abraham is not demanding of the Lord mercy but pleading with the Lord for 
further grace. He is not general but specific in his prayers. Abraham acknowledged that God is 
always perfect in justice, “That be far from thee to do after this manner, to slay the righteous with the wicked: 
and that the righteous should be as the wicked, that be far from thee: Shall not the Judge of all the earth do 
right?” There is no hint in his words that Abraham believes that God would be unjust to destroy 
the city. He knows the Creator owes no man or woman further life. Abraham believes that God 
is a God of both mercy and justice.  
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Abraham does not demonstrate any sense of spiritual pride towards the people of Sodom. 
He knows he is a sinner by nature also. Leupold comments, “A man who has himself received 
mercy seeks to secure mercy for others.” There is much to commend Abraham in his manner of 
praying. It is not stated why Abraham ceased at pleading for ten righteous souls and did not seek 
to reduce the number further. It may be that Abraham reasoned that there would be at least ten 
righteous people with Lot’s immediate family members (cf. Gen. 19:12).  

According to some archaeologists, Sodom was a city of almost a quarter of a million 
people at this time. Yet, there were not even ten righteous people in such a place. Indeed, there 
was barely one! We must marvel at the mercy of the Lord in that He listened to Abraham’s 
prayer and promised that He was willing to spare such an abominable city if only ten believers 
inhabited such a place. God takes no pleasure in destroying the wicked. He would have been 
pleased to witness the heart of Abraham for others as Abraham pleaded for their souls.  

We must not miss the other important lesson here – the power in the persistent 
intercessory prayer of a righteous man. Charles Spurgeon observed, “If sinners will not hear you 
speak, they cannot prevent your praying.” When a situation is beyond our control, it is never 
beyond God’s control. This is a wonderful encouragement for us to pray. In Genesis 19 the Lord 
will honour Abraham’s concern for the righteous by delivering Lot’s family before He destroys 
the city. God does not always answer our prayers as we expect. Abraham thought the way for the 
righteous to be delivered was to spare the whole city. But God had a better way.  

There is a marked contrast between Abraham and Lot in this section. On two occasions 
Abraham demonstrates that he is living a life for others - first in his generous hospitality to 
strangers and then in his intercessory prayers for the souls of Sodom and Gomorrah. As 
Abraham was denying self, below him in the plain Lot was busy making money and enjoying the 
pleasures of sin oblivious that this was the last day of Sodom’s existence.  

QUESTIONS FOR DISCUSSION  

1. Why do we find Christian hospitality difficult?   

2. If God is truly sovereign in His purposes, then why should we pray?  

3. Can God use us despite the imperfection in our faith? 

4. What did Abraham do for Sodom? What is the difference between him and Lot in their 
attitudes towards Sodom? 

5. What did Sarah do when confronted with her sin? Why is her behaviour typical of humanity?   

 


