
THROW DOWN THE GAUNTLET 
Genesis 18:20-33      Psalm 138      Col 2:6-15 

Luke 11:1-13 
Pentecost VII   7/28/19 

Shepherd by the Sea, Gualala, Pastor John Moren  
 

Our Youth Group of the 1940s was comprised of about 30 teen-agers, who between them held 
gazillions of  differing opinions from theology to music to dancing to "What is OK for us to do on a 
Sunday?"  I'm not sure if we had arguments, challenges, debates, conversations or  simply verbal fights 
. . . and while there are semantic differences between these descriptive words, nevertheless I  lump 
them into one category:  "to argue." 
 
"We disagreed so we argued."  Nor were friendships ever at risk . . . we could argue for hours on end 
and then walk home by way of Borgstrom's Ice Cream Fountain, where the argument may, and may 
not, continue. 
 
Whether the arguments were intended to convince the other that that person was wrong and I was right  
. . . or whether we disagreed simply for the fun of being disagreeable . . . nevertheless each of us knew 
that, being teens and mostly Swedish, it would be impossible to convince any one of them that they, 
indeed, ought to change. 
 
In retrospect, I can see that we were living out the dictum of one of my future seminary profs:  "To 
argue is like chewing on a file.  You might not accomplish anything, however you'll sharpen your teeth 
in the process." 
 
/ / / / /  
 
Only three of the many larger-than-life figures in the Bible were known as "friends of God":  Abraham, 
Moses and Lazarus.  [Abraham:  II Chron 20:7;  Isa 41:8;  James 2:23.  Moses:  Ex 33:11.  Lazarus:  Jn 
11:11 (called "friend" by Jesus)]. 
 
And each of these friends of God argued loudly with God . . . they challenged God . . .  (Abraham:  
Gen 18:16-32 - our text for this day -  ; Moses:  Ex 32: 9-14;  Lazarus, now dead, argued with Jesus 
through his sisters:  Martha, Jn 11:21, Mary, Jn 11:32). 
 
The beginning story of our text goes as far back into Scripture as we wish to go . . . however we go 
back but one chapter where Abram, at age 99 was told by the Lord that he would father a child with his 
wife Sarai, who was 90 years old.  Long before the medical miracles of cryopreservation and IVF had 
been developed, Abram and Sarai did what any normal people would do:  They laughed.  (Gen 17:17; 
18:12).  And Sarai, suddenly, fearful, denied laughing (Gen 18:15). 
 
Life, indeed, is such an insane enterprise, the only sane thing to do is to laugh at it.   
 
Abram, which means "Exalted Father", was changed to Abraham, "Father of Nations" or "Father of 
Multitudes."  Sarai, which means "My Princess" or a woman of high rank, was changed to Sarah, 
"Governor of Nations."  
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Then comes the episode of the three strangers, men who suddenly appear out of nowhere, to give 
Abraham a veiled warning about the coming fate of Sodom and Gomorrah.  In the chapter which 
follows we have one of the many sordid accounts in Scripture which are not meant for children's eyes. 
 
 Lot tries to trade off his two virgin daughters to the townsmen of Sodom in order to protect the two 
angels, strangers in his house, from the rapacious urgings of the Sodomites (Gen 19:1-11).   
 
Biblical stories are not for the faint of heart nor are they for those who are convinced that life in the 
Bible is always pure and in orderly control.  The Bible is a truly messy book recounting the true 
messiness of the lives of the saints and sinners portrayed therein.  Supermarket tabloids are as nothing 
compared with Scripture.  Read the Bible and weep . . . and read the Bible to marvel at the pure, 
unmerited grace of God.   
 
Now to Abraham, Father of all Nations.  Abraham throws down the gauntlet before God.  By the way, 
Abraham is also the patron saint of all used-car salespersons.  "You’ve got to be kidding, God.  You're 
gonna wipe out the whole city for the sins of the few?  Let me bring you 50 good ones and you’ll save 
it.  Right?" 
 
"Well . . . now that I think of it, suppose there are only 45.  Can you manage 45?  Better I hedge my 
bets:  Let's try for 40 . . . 30 . . . I'll give you 20 . . . willing to deal for ten?  And God finally accepts  
Old Abe's final offer:  10 good ones . . . down 80% from the original price of 50.  Still the deal fell 
through and the rest is history. 
 
Nevertheless Abraham and God remained friends. 
 
While leading a Bible study in my younger and less-inhibited enthusiasm of the 1960s, I made the 
mistake of saying, "I hope you'll doubt Scripture."  This did not go over very well in what is now 
Trump-land.  By the time I discovered that I meant "I hope you will challenge . . . I hope you will 
question Scripture", the damage had already been done and my credibility was tarnished.  Nevertheless 
grace prevailed and we were able to fulfill our time at that church.    
 
Now, with more memories than future plans in my life, I would argue that "doubt" is the appropriate 
word.  For doubt leads to questions . . . doubt can lead to throwing down the gauntlet before God. 
 
Is it a matter of denying one's faith in order to challenge God?  Is it a matter of unbelief?  Is it a matter 
of doubt?  Is it heretical to question . . . to argue . . . to debate . . . to fight with God?  
 
Does the grace of God go only so far as when we agree with God? 
 
Or are all of these words, each with its own meaning and subtle definition . . . are not all of these 
confrontations with God truly signs of trust and friendship with God?  Can we trust God enough to 
believe that God can handle our doubts and our despair . . . together with our unbelief and, ultimately, 
our belief?   
 
In that faith and confidence . . . confidence in the Adversary . . . we dare to bravely throw down the 
gauntlet before God.   
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In medieval times to throw the gauntlet was accompanied by the risk of death.  Are we willing to risk 
the death of our old ways . . . the death of our old belief systems . . . in order to risk the new life in 
Christ?  
 
Years ago I was facing a major decision about my life.  For weeks I prayed that God would show me 
what God wanted.  Frustrating silence was God's response.  Not so much as a still small voice.  In 
desperate anger I threw down the gauntlet.  You won't tell me, so here's what I'm telling you:  
Tomorrow morning I am going to decide Yes.  If you want that changed, then change it.  That next 
morning I got a clear, unequivocal answer:  No.  God is unwilling, it seems, to do our work for us.  
And God throws down God's gauntlet in God's time. 
 
There's more to Abraham . . . nevertheless we move to a sampler of one of the other friends . . . Moses. 
 
 After God told Moses to talk to the Pharaoh and lead the people out of Egypt, Moses   
 countered: 
  "But I am not eloquent . . . I am slow of speech and tongue"  (Ex 4:10). 
 And God angrily responded: 
  "Is there not Aaron, your brother?  He shall speak for you to the people"  (Ex 4:14 f). 
 As the action progressed, Moses faced the intransigence of Pharaoh and complained again to 
 God: 
  "Lord, why did you ever send me?  Pharaoh does evil to your people and you have not  
  delivered"  (Ex 5:22). 
 The Lord responded:  
  "I am the Lord.  I will bring you out from under the burden of the Egyptians.  I will  
  redeem you.  I will bring you to the Promised Land"  (Ex 6:6ff). 
 As if that were not bad enough, the people themselves revolted against Moses in what could 
 have been the prelude to The Arab Spring: 
  "Is it because there are no graves in Egypt that you have taken us away to die in this  
  wilderness"  (Ex 14:11,12)?    
 And Moses, now showing his spine: 
  "Fear not.  Stand firm."  Then Moses quotes God to the doubting masses:  "Why do you 
  cry to me?  Tell the people to go forward" (Ex 14:13, 15). 
 
The story of griping and whining is repeated throughout the 40 years in the wilderness:  bad water, no 
water, no food, well-equipped enemies fighting against them . . . on through the absence of Moses 
while on Sinai, followed by laws, laws, and more laws.  Who wouldn't complain? 
 
In each instance God responded by merely stating God's own position: 
 
 Bitter water?  Throw that tree into it . . . that'll sweeten the pot.  (Ex 15:22ff: ) 
 
 They're hungry?  Quail and manna each morning, just enough for the day.  (Ex 16:2ff) 
  40 years of quail and manna . . . a minimal menu . . . truly the chef was bereft   
  of any imagination  .  . . however the people survived on these MREs . . . these Meals  
  Ready to Eat (Ex 16:35). 
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Then, at the conclusion of the 40 years . . . Sinai:  "I am the Lord your God, who brought you out of 
the land of Egypt, out of the house of bondage.  (Therefore) You shall have no other gods before me."    
(Ex 20:2ff) 
 
Still the arguments continued from the people of the Promised Land . . . and still God picked up the 
gauntlet and simply responded by stating God's position. 
 
There's more . . . and more . . . in unlimited supply . . . 
 
God to Elijah:  "What are you doing hiding in that cave?"   
Elijah to God:   "I have been very jealous for the Lord, the God of hosts; for the people of Israel have 
forsaken thy covenant, thrown down thy altars, and slain thy prophets with the sword; and I,  
even I only, am left and they seek my life, to take it away."   Not recorded were Elijah's next words, 
"And that's why I'm hiding."  Petulance is not limited to teen-agers.  And this interchange happened 
twice, as if God were not listening  (I K 19:9-18). 
 
God to Elijah:  "Go forth, and stand on the mount before the Lord . . . anoint a few kings, together 
with your successor, Elisha"    (I K 19:15ff).  In other words, "Get off your pity pot and do your job." 
 
Then there's Job . . . blameless and upright (Job 1:1), was now covered with sores and sitting in ashes.  
Job was challenged to "curse God and die"  (Job 2:7ff). 
 
So he did just that.  "Let the day perish wherein I was born . . . let gloom and deep darkness claim it . . 
. why did I not die at birth, come forth from the womb and expire"  (Job 3:1ff).  And God, to Job 
through the three friends:  "Behold you have instructed many, and you have strengthened the weak 
hands.  Your words have upheld him who was stumbling, and you have made firm the feeble knees.  
But now it has come to you, and you are impatient; it touches you, and you are dismayed.   Is not your 
fear of God your confidence, and the integrity of your ways your hope?"  (Job 4:1ff) 
 
There's always reason enough to complain . . . there's always reason enough to throw down the gauntlet 
before God . . . there's always reason enough to give up and rest in the pessimism of The Preacher:   
 Vanity of vanities.  All is vanity.  What does a man gain by all the toil at which he toils under 
 the sun?  A generation goes and a generation comes, but the earth remains forever . . . all things 
 are full of weariness . . . I have been king over Israel in Jerusalem . . . it is an unhappy 
 business . . . all is vanity and a striving after wind . . . he who increases wisdom increases 
 sorrow . . ."  (Eccl 1). 
 
In 1969 we landed on the moon, 238,900 miles distant.  In August and September, 1977, the Twin 
Voyager spacecrafts blasted into orbit, with the goal to get beyond our solar system.  They did just that.  
Now, after almost 42 years of inter-stellar travel, they are 13 billion miles from earth.  And at that 
incomprehensible distance they are still communicating with their earth-bound handlers.  As of 7 a.m. 
yesterday, July 27, 2019, they were 13,556,359,200 miles from earth, and in the four seconds it took to 
say that, they increased the distance another 100 miles.  And, in each 24-hour day, they go out an 
additional 216,000 miles.  Mechanical marvels, these. 
 
And, since everything that begins, ends, they too shall end.  Vanity of vanities . . .  
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There's talk among the visionaries and the wealthy of populating Mars . . . the moon, and, perhaps other 
celestial bodies.  We can't seem to manage what we already have on earth . . . why would we ask for 
more trouble?  Nevertheless to test our limits seems to be in our genes . . . not only in exploring our 
universe . . . we also test the limits and boundaries of our sin. 
 
It is our personal, as well as our corporate experience:  Every one of our problems is simply the  result 
of our successes.  With spears and arrows we murdered people one at a time.  Now with our guns, we 
murder by the dozens.  And with our bombs we murder by the thousands and by the hundreds of 
thousands.  And in just a few years the present administration, by simple decree, has destroyed the 
social and ecological gains that we've made in the last 100 years.  People are now put into cages and 
treated as if they were animals to gawk at in the zoo.  And, in some cases, to die a horrible death.  "The 
sins of the fathers are visited upon the generations . . ."  ( Ex 20:4ff;  Num 14:18ff;  Deut 5:8ff) 
 
It's a fair question to put before God . . . "What's the purpose of it all?"  There's reason to be 
pessimistic.  There's reason to complain.  There's more than enough evidence to dare to believe that 
God is not . . . to throw down the gauntlet . . . to want to stop the earth and get off. 
 
If you are God . . . then . . . 
 
The Psalmist asked the question which haunts us all:  "What is man that thou art mindful of him, and 
the son of man that thou dost care for him?"  (Ps 8).  And this, in the words of Frank Honeycutt, invites 
other questions of profound, life-changing depth.   
 Why am I here for this short period of time? 
 What is my purpose? 
 How shall we live together in this world (or not?) for such a little while? 
 
We need the perspective of size before the vastness of God . . . which fosters a proper humility before 
God . . . life with limits, boundaries and intention.    Stephen Jay Gould, paleontologist (1941-2002), 
compared the length of human recorded  history to "the king's yard" . . . the distance between the royal 
shoulder and the tip of his middle finger.  This distance represents all of geological time.  Gould then 
suggests that if we were to take a nail file and make a single swipe across the king's middle fingernail, 
the minute droppings that reached the floor would represent all the time that humans have existed on 
this planet.                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                   
 We are like ants hugging a small rock hurtling at mind-boggling speed through inconceivable 
vastness and time impossible to measure.  Self-importance is brought down to size, and I am forced to 
consider my relative place, to admit that the world does not revolve around me. 
 
And yet, St. Augustine (354-430), said that this same God and author of the cosmos, loves each one of 
us as if there is only one of us to love." 
 
The mystery of God means to hold both truths in balance:  A transcendent creator who fills those who 
take time to notice with healthy awe . . . who speaks from a distance greater than that of the Voyagers  
. . . and a proximate, nearby savior as close as a chalice on the altar.   
(Living Lutheran, July, 2019, page 5) 
 
 

Deleted: ¶
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The bumper stickers have it right:  "You're born.  Then you die."   "What if the Hootchy Kootchy IS 
what it's all about?"  And we dare to throw our pessimism down as a gauntlet before God. 
 
However we also grant to God the opportunity for God to throw down God's own gauntlet as God did 
to Job: 
 Where were you when I laid the foundations of the earth?  Tell me if you have understanding.  
 Who determined its measurements - surely you know.  (Job 38:4). 
 
We remember as well, in the face of all the tragedy . . . in spite of all the challenges, the triumphant 
shout of Job:  "I know that my redeemer lives and because he lives I too shall live."  (Job 19:25) 
 
And so, in our pessimism . . . and with our pessimism . . . we also remember . . . 
 
With but one stipulation:  "don't look back" . . . grace and salvation were in the terrifying conflagration. 
(Gen 19:17;) 
Into two tablets of hard stone was chiseled enough grace to soften the hardest of hearts.   
(Ex 24:12, 34:1;  Deut 5:22ff) 
 
Job's triumphant cry of victory is still being heard . . . a shout around the world.  (Job 1:25) 
 
The voice of God came to the hiding Elijah while God was hidden in plain sight on Horeb.  (Ex 19:8ff). 
 
The tender grace of God blinded the persecutor enough so that Saul could see.  (Acts 9:1ff) 
 
Our eyes are often opened only after Jesus has left us to walk the road less traveled.  (Lk 24:13ff)    
 
We often recognize Jesus in the graveyards of our lives only after he calls us by name.  Jn 20:11ff) 
 
A tree was thrown into the water to save the people.  (Ex 15:22ff)  Centuries later another tree was 
planted on a hill called Golgotha to redeem the people.   
(Mt 27:32ff;  Mk 15:21ff;  Lk 23:32ff;  Jn 19:17ff). 
 
And, lastly, while the Israelites had two menu items to sustain them for 40 years . . . we also have but 
two menu items . . . and that MRE . . . that Meal Ready to Eat . . . has been enough to sustain us for 
more than 2,000 years.  (I Cor 11:24) 
 
Life's paradox is not answered by faith . . . the paradox of life is stretched as far as possible by faith, 
and our joy, and our gift, is to throw down our gauntlet of disagreement with God, together with our 
pessimism before God . . . then to wait patiently for God to throw down God's own gauntlet . . . and 
with the fear of death in our souls and with the trembling of the unknown in our hearts . . . we pick it 
up.  
 
Only then might God's position become clear to us . . . and in God's position lies our hope. 
 
Amen. 


