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Close Encounters of the Holy

Text: Genesis 18:1–15

When I was growing up, I was a Cub Scout. My mother was one of the den 
mothers and we met at the Methodist Church that we attended at that time. 
Our troop was fairly large and active. I don’t remember a lot about those 
days but not long ago I found a picture that brought back a good memory 
of that time. For some reason, and I couldn’t tell you why if my life 
depended on it, I was chosen by the Roanoke Cub Scouts to present an 
award to Mr. Gill, the President of Appalachian Power Company, then 
located in Roanoke. To a nine-year-old this was a very sobering moment. I 
was told what to say to him as I handed him a plaque and I mustered up 
the courage to do so even though my heart was pounding in my chest. 

The picture is of me looking up to a giant of a man in my estimation while 
handing him the award. I got my picture in the paper and I was just 
bedazzled that I had met someone of such great importance and actually 
shook his hand. Of course, I shared this honor that I had received with my 
friends, who didn’t seem to grasp who I had just been in the presence of. 
Maybe, it was jealousy and they were secretly wishing that they were me. 
Of course, as I grew older, I didn’t seem to have the same opinion of the 
importance of those who were presidents of companies, at least not like 
when I was a nine-year-old. Certainly, they were important to those who 
worked at that company and hopefully to their families, but it no longer 
had much of an effect on me.
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In my travels, I have had the opportunity to meet celebrities and though it 
was momentarily exciting it soon wore off. It didn’t take long to see that 
they were just people like you and me. They were possibly very good at 
what they did, but I suspected that they were as big a mess as I was. 

On the other hand, what if God in the flesh showed up at your front door. 
What would that be like for you? Would you run to greet him (and then 
likely fall down in praise and worship) or would you hide, afraid to see 
him face to face, ashamed? I believe the answer lies in the nature of your 
relationship with him at the time. Would you be glad because he is the 
object of your affection and desire, or afraid to be confronted by the one 
who is Holy, Holy, Holy? Our Old Testament lesson from Genesis 18:1–15 is 
the story of Father Abraham who once again encountered God face to face. 
His response reveals the power of his relationship with Yahweh. If that 
were to happen to you, that would be something to talk about.                                                                                                                                                                

This was not the first time for Abraham to encounter God. Genesis records 
four other times that he encountered God, once in a dream, and three times 
face to face. There could have been other occasions that were not written 
down. The stories that are in Genesis teach us a great deal about what it is 
to have a personal relationship with God, and to find Him faithful in 
keeping his divine word, even when it seems impossible.

Before we look at the text for this morning, I think it important that take a 
moment to look back at a similar encounter with God in chapter 17 of 
Genesis. In that chapter God comes to Abraham to establish the Covenant 
of Circumcision. 

Let me read to you a few portions. Genesis 17:1–5, 

When Abram was ninety-nine years old the Lord (Jehovah) appeared to 
Abram and said to him, “I am God Almighty (El Shaddai); walk before me, 
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and be blameless, 2 that I may make my covenant between me and you, 
and may multiply you greatly.” 3 Then Abram fell on his face. And God 
(Elohim) said to him, 4 “Behold, my covenant is with you, and you shall be 
the father of a multitude of nations. No longer shall your name be called 
Abram, but your name shall be Abraham,  for I have made you the father of 
a multitude of nations.

 The name Abram meant “Exalted Father” but his new name would be 
Abraham “Father of Multitudes”. God explains to Abraham that nations 
and kings would come from him and the land of Canaan, where he was 
then an alien, would be an everlasting possession for him and his 
descendants and God would be their God. The sign of this covenant would 
be that every male then and in the future was to be circumcised. Listen to 
verses 15–17, 

And God said to Abraham, “As for Sarai your wife, you shall not call her 
name Sarai, but Sarah shall be her name. 16 I will bless her, and moreover, 
I will give you a son by her. I will bless her, and she shall become nations; 
kings of peoples shall come from her.” 17 Then Abraham fell on his face 
and laughed and said to himself, “Shall a child be born to a man who is a 
hundred years old? Shall Sarah, who is ninety years old, bear a child?”

I don’t doubt for a moment that I would have responded any differently. I 
have been asked by God several times to do things that made no sense to 
me and would potentially ruin me financially. In one case I was the only 
one who really believed that I was doing the right thing, not because I 
could see how it could work out but because I was persuaded as to what 
God had told me to do. I had known God long enough to realize that to 
disobey would bring greater consequences than anything that would result 
from trusting him. God proved faithful each time and I have been trained 
by that knowledge. However, God never suggested to me something as 



impossible as what he promised Abraham. It wasn’t just that Sarah was too 
old to conceive, I think Abraham laughed at the thought that he could still 
procreate.

Everything in this story reveals God’s desire to bring us to the very end of 
our ability to trust and believe. As we continue in this story and others in 
God’s word, look for all the times that God moves in ways that only he 
could. Each event is an opportunity for Abraham and Sarah to experience 
God moving in miraculous ways and an invitation to be used for a 
revelation of God’s power and glory. Even the name change from Sarai to 
Sarah is important to understand. “Sarai” meant “princess” and looked 
back to her noble descent but “Sarah” her covenantal name looked ahead 
to her noble descendants. 

God often declared his own name in ways that revealed what he was 
doing, and it helps us to understand more of who he is and will be. The 
name Yahweh in Hebrew means “God who Self-existent and faithful; 
Yahweh Nissi means “Our God is Truth; Yahweh Jireh means “God our 
provider; Elohim “God is all powerful; El Olam “Our God is Unchanging 
and eternal” and many, many others. 

As a matter of fact there 10 names for God in the Bible, but when using the 
name of God and adding a description about him, there are over 900 
combinations of God’s name and titles each revealing the character and 
nature of God and a reason to praise and worship him. Names are 
important in the Scriptures for they tell the story that God has written, a 
story unfolding for us but always known by him. We have hope in names 
like in Revelation 2:17, 

He who has an ear, let him hear what the Spirit says to the churches. To the 
one who conquers I will give some of the hidden manna, and I will give 



him a white stone, with a new name written on the stone that no one 
knows except the one who receives it.

In the Scriptures, naming was an exercise of authority over the one named. 
By naming the faithful, Jesus confirms them as his own, under his authority 
and blessing. Because of his faithfulness to the Father Philippians 2 tells us 
that the Father has given Jesus the name above all names, so that everyone 
in the entire universe will declare that He is Lord, to the glory of the Father.

In our passage God changes Abram’s and Sarai’s names to reflect the 
declaration that he will now fulfill the promise he had made and will reveal 
what he intends to do through them—their new names are living proof of 
that.

God’ original promise to Abraham in chapter 12 was to make him a great 
nation and all the people and nations of the earth would be blessed 
through him. At that time Abram was 75 years old. It’s now 24 years later 
that God comes to fulfill the original promise he had made. It’s also 
important to note that no more than three months had passed since God 
appeared to Abraham in chapter 17, and he was now 99 years old. It was 
unlikely for Sarah to conceive and give birth when she was 65 but now she 
is 89 and that just didn’t happen. 

Let’s now turn to chapter 18 where the Lord and two angels come to 
Abraham at Mamre in the heat of the day. Obviously, this is only a short 
time later since God told Abraham that Sarah would soon conceive a child, 
so Abraham likely recognized who was standing at his gate. The NIV 
translates them as “standing nearby,” which would be the ancient 
equivalent to knocking at the door. Abraham recognizes who is standing 
there and he runs to them and bowing down says, 
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O Lord, if I have found favor in your sight, do not pass by your servant. 
 Let a little water be brought, and wash your feet, and rest yourselves 
under the tree, 5 while I bring a morsel of bread, that you may refresh 
yourselves, and after that you may pass on—since you have come to your 
servant.” So, they said, “Do as you have said.”

When Abraham bows down before them, he calls one “Adonai” usually 
translated “Lord”. The actual usage throughout the Old Testament is for 
someone who has authority and deserves respect. Most theologians agree 
that Abraham was addressing the “Angel of the Lord” who was the pre-
incarnate Son of God. Paul writes to Timothy concerning the Father in 1 
Timothy 6:16,

…who alone has immortality, who dwells in unapproachable light, whom 
no one has ever seen or can see. To him be honor and eternal dominion. 
Amen. 

No one could look upon the Father and live, so most understand the usage 
in the Old Testament referring to the “Angel of the Lord” to be referring to 
Jesus before he came in the flesh as the God/man.                                                                                                                                         

It’s also interesting that Abraham offered to bring the three men a “little 
water…and a morsel of bread” but then goes back and has Sarah take 
“three seahs of fine flour” and make cakes for the guests. This was 
considerably more than a morsel of bread. Three seahs is the equivalent of 
27 quarts. Then he had a calf prepared for them to eat along with curds and 
milk. Now it’s helpful to understand the culture of hospitality at that time. 
It was custom to provide all that your guests might need for their comfort, 
like water for their feet and food and drink to restore their energy. To not 
do so was to bring shame upon your house but Abraham was providing a 



banquet, a feast like you might find at a celebration. It shows that Abraham 
knew who it was that was honoring him by coming to his home. 

The Lord allowed Abraham to provide such a lavish feast because he knew 
that Abraham was and would be a faithful servant, and to reject his 
offering would seem like a rejection of the love and trust that was the basis 
of their relationship. 

I’ve been thinking about this story primarily through the eyes of Abraham. 
His Lord had honored him and confirmed the strength of their relationship 
by coming to visit. How could he offer the Lord anything less than his best 
effort? 

The real heart of the story comes next: 

They said to him, ‘Where is Sarah your wife?’ And he said, ‘she’s in the 
tent.” The Lord said, ‘I will surely return to you about this time next year 
and Sarah your wife will have a son.”

It’s interesting that the Lord came to them to repeat the same affirmation 
that he had spoken to Abraham just three months earlier. God is confirming 
that from Abraham’s seed all the nations of the earth will be blessed, but 
now he is being specific as to when this will happen and that it wouldn’t be 
from Ismael, Abraham’s son through Hagar, Sarah’s handmade, it would 
be through Sarah herself. Perhaps it was to encourage Abraham and Sarah 
to believe that God’s promise was going to come to pass. God wanted them 
to believe so that they would do what was needed to bring God’s promise 
to pass. Remember in chapter 17, Abraham had laughed at the idea that 
Sarah would give birth to the child of promise. 

Now in chapter 18, we find Sarah listening at the door of the tent to what 
the Lord was telling Abraham. It says she laughed within herself because 
she could not believe that God would literally grant this child as a result of 



normal marital relations. She laughed to herself saying, “After I am worn 
out, and my lord is old, shall I have pleasure?” To confirm to Sarah that the 
Lord God was speaking, he answered her objection and laughter, even 
though she had “laughed to herself”. I love this next part, 

The Lord said to Abraham, “Why did Sarah laugh and say, ‘Shall I indeed 
bear a child, now that I am old?’ 14 Is anything too hard for the Lord? At 
the appointed time I will return to you, about this time next year, and 
Sarah shall have a son.” 15 But Sarah denied it, saying, “I did not laugh,” 
for she was afraid. He said, “No, but you did laugh.”

The Lord was confirming to Sarah that even though she had laughed to 
herself, God had heard it. If there was any doubt in her mind about who 
had come to their home, this should be proof enough. However, the 
ultimate proof would come when she found herself with child.

This is a wonderful story with much to teach us about the nature of God 
and of his desire to build relationships with those who will follow him in 
obedience. When God first came to Abram it wasn’t because he hard heard 
of Yahweh and prayed to him. As a matter of fact, Abram was from Ur of 
the Chaldeans. He was most likely a  moon worshipper and had likely 
never heard of Yahweh, the Creator God. Genesis 11:30 tells us that 
Abram’s wife Sarai was barren which was considered shameful. In their 
culture it was a picture of hopelessness for both Sarai and Abram, who 
would have no seed to carry on his bloodline. This fact drives the story of 
Abraham and Sarah and isn’t just about God raising up a nation for his 
own possession, but also about him removing the shame and hopelessness 
of two people who had not previously known God. In the story of 
Abraham, we find God raising up a man to be the Father of Nations and 
restoring his wife’ dignity and giving her the honor of being the mother of 
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Kings and nations. That may not seem like such a big deal in our culture 
but in Abraham’ time it was huge.

As a side note, Abraham lived to be 175 years old and Sarah died at 127 
and was buried “in the cave of the field of Machpelah” (Genesis 49:30). 
Abraham later married Keturah and had aix more sons. When he died he 
was buried with Sarah as were Isaac and Jacob his grandson. God had truly 
blessed his faithful servant. Even today his name is revered in Judaism, 
Christianity and Islam and he is called “Father Abraham”.

So, what do we glean from this story? How does it challenge us? I think 
there are three ways.

1. To repeat an earlier question: Do you have the kind of relationship with 
God that if he came to your door you would run to open it and fall at his 
feet in praise and honor? Would you be afraid or filled with joy? Your 
answer will tell you a lot about the relationship that you have with God. 
Is it based on fear or love? If it is based on fear, I encourage you to pray, 
asking God for a relationship of love through the death and resurrection 
of Jesus Christ. That’s the kind of relationship he wants to have with us.

2. If you are spending time every day in prayer and feeding on the word of 
God, how is he challenging you to trust him and move in faith, even 
when it doesn’t seem possible? Do you want to see him move in power 
in and through you in ways beyond your ability to comprehend or 
believe? Or are you content with where you are now and don’t want 
anything challenging  Do you think that is what God wants from you?

3. What does the story of Abraham and Sarah teach you about God’s ability 
to use you even though you might feel old and worn out or tired and 
useless? Are you willing to ask Him about that?



Let’s take a few moments of silence for each of us to ask God to show us 
our hearts and his heart for us. 

Let’s pray.
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