Questions God Asks #4

“The Last Laugh”

Genesis 18:1-15
Laughter is the best medicine, if you believe Reader’s Digest. Laughter is needed for good mental health, according to Robert Frost who said, “If we couldn’t laugh we would all go insane.” We laugh for different reasons. We laugh when something strikes us funny. Some laugh when they are nervous. Some laugh at the expense of others. For others laughter is accompanied with the words, “Yeah, right,” and maybe an eye roll.

As we continue to consider questions God asks, we turn to Genesis 18, where the Lord asks, “Why did you laugh?” We will see the kind of laughter expressed and also who gets the last laugh.

The Lofty Visitors

Genesis 18 begins with the lofty visitors in verses 1-8, 

The Lord appeared to Abraham near the great trees of Mamre while he was sitting at the entrance to his tent in the heat of the day. Abraham looked up and saw three men standing nearby. When he saw them, he hurried from the entrance of his tent to meet them and bowed low to the ground. 

He said, “If I have found favor in your eyes, my lord, do not pass your servant by. Let a little water be brought, and then you may all wash your feet and rest under this tree. Let me get you something to eat, so you can be refreshed and then go on your way—now that you have come to your servant.” 

“Very well,” they answered, “do as you say.” 

So Abraham hurried into the tent to Sarah. “Quick,” he said, “get twenty quarts [niv note] of fine flour and knead it and bake some bread.” 

Then he ran to the herd and selected a choice, tender calf and gave it to a servant, who hurried to prepare it. He then brought some curds and milk and the calf that had been prepared, and set these before them. While they ate, he stood near them under a tree.
While Abraham sat in the shade of his tent in the hottest time of the day, three men approached. Or, rather, they seemed to appear out of nowhere. Abraham responded by immediately running out to greet them with a bow—the ancient equivalent of a handshake. He addressed the leader as “my lord” in the same way we would call someone “sir.” Abraham then extended hospitality to the men. When they accepted, he and Sarah immediately went to work, preparing a lavish meal with their own hands. Abraham slaughtered a choice calf from the herd and prepared it along with milk and fresh cheese. Sarah used roughly five gallons of flour to make bread—enough either to feed the entire camp or to send off the men well supplied.

The Ludicrous Vow

What takes a few verses to read certainly took considerable time to transpire. The meal described would require hours to prepare. Middle eastern meals were not consumed in haste; folks took their time to enjoy their food. Then they drop a bombshell, what I am calling the ludicrous vow. 

During the meal the visitors asked, “Where is Sarah your wife?” (By the way, this is not the question God asked that is my focus for this morning!) Abraham said, “There, in the tent.” (Gen. 18:9) In actual fact Sarah was hiding behind the tent flap listening to the conversation from which she, as a woman, was barred.
 

Now before we move on in the text, let’s stop and consider the significance of the question. This must have taken Abraham by surprise. First, how did complete strangers know his wife’s name? And why did they call her Sarah, not Sarai? Only God and Abraham knew about her name change.
 He must have wondered, “Who are these guys?”

The next words uttered in verse 10 removed all doubt: “Then the Lord said, ‘I will surely return to you about this time next year, and Sarah your wife will have a son.’” The niv reads, “Then the Lord said,” giving away the speaker’s identity, though the Hebrew text simply reads, “He said.” Besides, Abraham didn’t have the advantage of reading this passage. How would he know that this was the Lord?

Turn back one chapter, to Genesis 17. In verse 15, God changes Sarai’s name to Sarah, stating in the next verse, “I will bless her and will surely give you a son by her. I will bless her so that she will be the mother of nations; kings of peoples will come from her.” This promise of Sarah bearing a son is repeated in verse 19. Certainly Abraham would have recalled these words as they are repeated by his present visitor. He must have thought, “This is the Lord!” 

This re-affirmation of God’s vow to Abraham may have been news to Sarah. Maybe Abraham hadn’t told Sarah of the previous promise, and maybe that’s why the assurance here may have caught her by surprise. We’d like to think Abraham would have told her. But perhaps Abraham thought these more recent and definite assurances would be painful for Sarah, might reopen the wound from the whole Hagar episode.

Let’s face it: Abraham and Sarah were too old to have children. Sarah, as all women her age, no longer was physically capable of even conceiving a child. According to Genesis 25:1–4, after Sarah’s death Abraham took another wife and that she bore him sons. Although Abraham’s age was a factor to be reckoned with, the primary obstacle to the fulfillment of the promise was Sarah’s old age.

Yet the Lord doubles down and insists the promise originally given to Abraham will be fulfilled through Sarah. As ludicrous as this vow sounds, God established His plan and He will carry it through. Paul wrote in 1 Thessalonians 5:24, “The one who calls you is faithful and He will do it.” That statement applies to all of God’s promises, regardless of how preposterous it may sound to us. He is the God of the impossible.
The Laughable View

Sarah was not initially convinced. In verses 10-15 we see her laughable view, 

Now Sarah was listening at the entrance to the tent, which was behind him. Abraham and Sarah were already old and well advanced in years, and Sarah was past the age of childbearing. So Sarah laughed to herself as she thought, “After I am worn out and my master is old, will I now have this pleasure?” 

Then the Lord said to Abraham, “Why did Sarah laugh and say, ‘Will I really have a child, now that I am old?’ Is anything too hard for the Lord? I will return to you at the appointed time next year and Sarah will have a son.” 

Sarah was afraid, so she lied and said, “I did not laugh.” 

But he said, “Yes, you did laugh.”

Sarah discovered what many an eavesdropper has discovered—eavesdropping has its own occupational hazards! She heard something she was not expecting to hear!

What was her reaction? “Sarah laughed to herself.” Probably that means not out loud. She permitted herself an incredulous chuckle, “What, me?” “In my state of health?” “At my age?” “Have a baby?” She laughed inwardly.
 This was not the ha-ha funny type of laughter, though. It was melancholy, hopeless, and unbelieving laughter. She may have rolled her eyes and though, “Yeah, right!” She inwardly laughed in unbelief.

Sarah was not the first to react this way. When Abraham was given the same promise in Genesis 17, we read in verse 17, “Abraham fell facedown; he laughed and said to himself, ‘Will a son be born to a man a hundred years old? Will Sarah bear a child at the age of ninety?’” They both laughed at the idea, which would come back in an ironic twist later.

Sarah’s skepticism here is understandable. It would take a miracle to bring about what this man says. Miracles don’t happen everyday—otherwise they would be called “normals.” Perhaps such things can happen to other people, but when someone starts suggesting I am about to experience a miracle, that is a different matter.

God has no sympathy with this logic, but neither does God say, “Well, if you don’t believe, it won’t happen.” Human faith is neither here nor there. What counts is God’s intention. This puts us in our place and rescues us from the burden and guilt of thinking that everything depends on us.

Again we see God’s grace at work in light of our weakness. He doesn’t expect us necessarily to believe His promises when He makes it once; so He repeats it and repeats it again. And again and again, we need to come to hear His promises. Whenever we open the Bible, it’s full of divine promises. And He repeats the promise again and again and again.
 What a gracious God we serve!

Sarah eventually repented and, with her husband, trusted God; and He gave them the promised son.
 Here is where the ironic twist fits in. God instructed Abraham in Genesis 17 that the son born to Sarah was to be given the name “Isaac” (Yitzhak in Hebrew), meaning “laughter.”
 Every time Abraham and Sarah called their son by name they were reminded of their laughable view on the situation.

It’s worth noting, though, that the kind of laughter has changed. No more, “Yeah, right!” or “Whatever!” with a roll of the eyes. No, there is a whole different type of laughter revealed in Genesis 21:6, “Sarah said, ‘God has brought me laughter, and everyone who hears about this will laugh with me.’” By God’s grace Sarah could look back and laugh, not in a disparaging way but in a delightful way. God smiled on Sarah—and on all who believe.

Of course, whenever we doubt God, we are questioning both His veracity and His ability. Does He keep His promises? Does He have the power to do what He says He will do? The answer to both questions is yes!

Even now, God calls His people to respond with faith, not doubt, because He always keeps His word. The truth is, if God’s people fully believed that what He said, He will do, their lives would be so different. We do not need greater things to believe. His promises to us are already stupendous. We simply need to believe that He will do them—because nothing is too hard for God.

God’s people in all ages have been confronted with the question, “Is anything too hard for the Lord?” and those who have known His mind and have sought His honor have answered with great confidence, “There is nothing too hard for You.”
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