
Story Number 11

THE RESCUE OF LOT

At the time when Chedorlaomer plundered Sodom, Abram was living

at Eloney Mamre, alongside Hebron. (Do not confuse this with Elon or

Eloney Moreh, alongside Shechem.) A refugee from Sodom came there

and told Abram what had happened, and in particular that the invading

armies had taken his nephew Lot together with all his possessions along

with the rest of the captives and plunder.

Here Abram showed that he was no mere philosophising preacher, but

where necessary was a man of action. He armed his 318 slaves, and

together with Aner, Eshcol and Mamre, three local Amorites with whom

he had an alliance, he set off in pursuit of the invading army. The latter

with all their plunder and captives would have moved very slowly, and he

caught up with them at Dan in the north. Here he employed guerilla

tactics, attacking the camp at night. The camp would have felt secure,

employing just a few guards, and a sudden attack at night would take

them by surprise. They would have no idea who was attacking them, nor

how many, whether a few dozen, a few hundred, or several thousand.

Chaos reigned and they fled. Abram chased them as far as Hobah, north

of Damascus, and rescued the captives, including Lot, and all their

possessions, which he brought back.

On the way, Melchizedek King of Salem came out to meet the victor,

bringing with him bread and wine, since Abram’s ‘army’ would have been

tired, hungry and thirsty.

We will sidetrack a little. Where was Salem? Some assume that it was

Jeru-Salem, and the evidence in support is the name of the king. In the

time of Joshua the king of Jerusalem was called Adonizedek. But that is

weak evidence. Jerusalem was way off the track – in returning from
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Damascus to Sodom with a large entourage, Abram would have followed

the King’s Highway, on the east of the Jordan, and Jerusalem is on the

west, way up on the hills. There was also a town called Salem near

Shechem, which was visited later by Jacob. That too was a long way off

the route, and also apparently too small to have its own king, but he might

have been king of the whole district. Or else this Salem wa a different

place entirely.

To return to our story, Melchizedek was a priest of El Elyon – literally

the supreme god – who has now been identified as one of the Canaanite

deities. He blessed Abram to El Elyon, owner of Heaven and Earth, who

had delivered his enemies into his hands, and blessed El Elyon for doing

this. Abram then gave him a tithe of everything.

Why? To explain it all we must make two assumptions. The first is that

it was customary for the victor in war to give a tithe to a priest, and there

was no way for Abram to get out of this. In any case it was not his own

property that he was giving, and Melchizedek was as good a priest as any,

perhaps better, to receive it. The second is that Melchizedek presumably

believed (unlike other Canaanites) only in El Elyon – there was to him

only one god, who was master of the universe. In this his concept of El

Elyon was very close to Abram’s concept of GOD, and while Abram

could (as we will see) modify this, he did not wish to totally reject it,

especially as Melchizedek showed himself to be not only a friend but also

a good man, who brought out food and drink to the army.

As Abram approached Sodom with all the people, the King of Sodom

(probably Bera’s son) came out to meet him at the Valley of Shaveh, also

known as the King’s Valley (wherever that was). ‘Give me the people’ he

said to Abram, ‘and keep all the possessions.’

When the King of Sodom said ‘Give me the people and keep the rest’,

Abram was very conscious of the contrast with Melchizedek. He knew

what sort of person the King was, and who he was dealing with. The rules

of war generally accepted at that time made it plain that Abram was

entitled to the spoils he had recaptured, and possibly to the captives as
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well (to keep as slaves). But he waived his rights, and replied ‘I have

raised my hand in oath to GOD, the supreme god (el elyon) owner of

Heaven and Earth, that I will not take from a thread to a shoe-lace of

yours, so that you will not be able to say “I have made Abram rich”.’

Note how he used the phrase used by Melchizedek ‘el elyon owner of

Heaven and Earth’, but inserted first the name of GOD, who is actually

the supreme god, and not the Canaanite idol of that name.

However, that was not all. Abram, a rich man, was in a position to

waive his own rights, but he was not prepared to pay all the expenses, nor

to waive the rights of others. In refusing to take from the spoil, he made

two exclusions – ‘what the lads have eaten (on the way)’, which he would

not pay for out of his own pocket, and the shares of his allies. ‘Aner,

Eshcol and Mamre will take their share.’

The importance of not being over-generous and waiving the rights of

others, or asking or expecting others to waive their rights, is often

overlooked today.

Abram was a bit afraid that the kings he had attacked might return and

take revenge, so God assured him that he had nothing to be afraid of, and

his action had earned him a very large reward. Another story.
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