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ABRAM, LOT AND MELCHIZEDEK (GENESIS 14)  
 

In Genesis 14 we read the story about Lot being taken captive, and Abram rescuing 
him from his captors. The story line is this: the king of Sodom and several other kings 
decided not to pay tribute any longer to the kings who held the power over this area of the 
country – Chedorlaomer and his following of ally kings – so they rebelled. The four 
ruling kings decided to come out and teach the Sodomite coalition a lesson. They joined 
in battle near the tar pits of the Dead Sea area, where many of the Sodomite army became 
stuck in the tar and killed.  The king of Sodom and his allies lost the battle, but many 
escaped. 

Lot, unfortunately, was right in the way of the battle and the victorious kings seized 
him and took him captive, with all his people and possessions. Abram, when told of what 
happened to his nephew, set off with 318 of his own men in hot pursuit. They caught up 
with the four kings, drove them away, and returned Lot and his possessions safely home. 
There is the additional story of the king of Salem – Melchizedek – to whom Abram gave 
a tithe of everything he captured in the rescue. When the king of Sodom offered to 
reward Abram for his act of heroism, Abram refused to take anything from him, saying 
he didn’t want to be accused of becoming rich at Sodom’s expense. 

There’s the story. It’s about a rescue, about people in trouble and a concerned relative 
successfully getting them out of trouble.  Yet many have found reasons to blame Lot in 
this story – mainly because he was living in the wrong place (Sodom) and he therefore 
deserved to be a victim of war.   

But Genesis is not about moralisms.  Particularly not with Lot – since it’s so easy to 
blame him for his “crimes” according to our modern standards, and the harsh treatment 
he suffered as a result.  We must follow the Apostle’s lead here or we will miss the point: 
it’s about a rescue (2 Peter 2:7-9) of a righteous man. 

 
Four kings – Chedorlaomer, king of 
Elam, allied with three other kings and 
conquered a large part of Canaan, on 
both sides of the Jordan River.  The fact 
that they ranged over such a wide area 
and defeated multiple armies spoke of 
their skills and success at warfare.  They 
seemed to be invincible.  After 
conquering these other areas, they easily 
defeated the five kings led by the king of 
Sodom, sending them running for the 
hills (with many getting trapped in the 
tar pits near Sodom).   

This kind of thing happened all the 
time: life back then was harsh and 
survival difficult, a fact that we modern 

Americans don’t often consider when 
reading these stories. Bands of thieves 
and roving armies made constant raids 
throughout the countryside; it was 
common for people who didn’t get to 
protection in time to be completely 
wiped out. Remember there was no 
United Nations to punish those 
marauders; they simply raped, robbed 
and murdered at will and then 
disappeared with the spoils. Most people 
lived behind stout city walls, because it 
would be suicidal to live outside the 
walls given the dangerous situation.  
Sodom itself covered about 10 acres, and 
was home to about 1500-2000 people.  



Pick up a history of the Ancient Near 
East and do a little reading about what 
life was like in those days.     

Was Lot inside the city of Sodom 
when this battle happened? We don’t 
know. But even those inside the city 
were taken captive by Chedorlaomer and 
his allies. Their fate, according to how 
things went in those days, was this: the 
women (married and unmarried) would 
become concubines for the victorious 
soldiers, the children might or might not 
be spared to live as slaves, and the men 
who weren’t killed because of being 
potential threats to the captors would be 
sold as slaves to surrounding kingdoms. 
This would happen if the raiders were 
feeling particularly merciful that day; 
otherwise nothing breathing would 
survive, they would all be put to death 
and left to rot on the ground, and only 
their possessions would be taken. It was 
a brutal world.        

So we can’t blame Lot for living so 
close to danger. Wherever he would 
have lived, he would have been exposed 
to this kind of thing (remember that 
Chedorlaomer defeated cities all over 
Canaan). The whole country was full of 
roving bands preying on whoever didn’t 
have exceptional defenses in place. So 
the writer of the story isn’t showing us 
how Lot was getting his due, sinner as he 
was; we are missing the point if that’s 
what we get out of it. Rather we learn 
about how Lot was rescued from 
something that many people had to 
suffer in those days, and from what most 
people didn’t escape from alive.  

One important point to remember 
about the cultures in those days was that 
“kingdoms” were usually pretty small. 
When someone was called a “king,” that 
may have meant no more than that he 
was the head man of a small town; his 

“kingdom” extended around the town, 
including the farmland that the 
townspeople worked, for only a few 
square miles. It was a rare kingdom that 
was large enough to impress us moderns.    
In this instance four kings got together 
for a raid, and after terrorizing the entire 
area first they then turned their attention 
to the kingdom of Sodom and its allies. 
We aren’t talking about millions of men 
here.  A few thousands, probably, at the 
most. But they were numerous enough to 
successfully accomplish all they had set 
out to do.     
Abram to the rescue – Abram had 
made friends with some of the local 
leaders near where he was camped – the 
brothers Mamre, Eshcol and Aner, who 
lived in the area of Hebron.  Together 
they went after the four kings.  

Why did Abram do this?  No doubt he 
felt an obligation to his kinsman Lot.  
But we need to remember two things: 
first, this is the first instance that we 
know of when Abram went to war.  Up 
until then he was a wealthy but simple 
herdsman who had no reason to interfere 
with local politics.  He considered 
himself a “stranger and alien” in a 
foreign land, even though God had just 
showed him the length of the land and 
promised it all to him and to his 
descendants.  So it was no doubt a big 
step for him to take up arms and fight 
anybody, let alone four kings who had 
just subjugated so much of Canaan.   

Second, Abram was the heir of the 
Covenant and therefore was responsible 
to take care of those under his 
supervision.  He was, we could say, the 
“good shepherd” who defended his flock 
against the wolves. (John 10:10-16)  It 
would have been much easier to stay at 
home; instead, as head of the clan, he 
went way out of his home area to rescue 



Lot.  He was not going to lose his 
nephew.  

Since the Covenant principles were in 
the making, so to speak, in everything 
that Abram did, this lesson too had to be 
learned.  Part of his role as the Heir was 
to take care of his Family by defeating 
their enemies.  Abram was the father of 
the faithful, the receiver of the Covenant, 
the spiritual head of his family. It was 
through him that the LORD would bless 
his people. Here was an instance of that 
promise at work. God promised Abram 
that “All the peoples on earth will be 
blessed through you” (Genesis 12:3), and 
he would start with his own family. 

 
Successful in battle – Abram and his 
allies caught the four kings somewhere 
near the city of Dan and, the text says, 
defeated them and “pursued them to 
Hobah, north of Damascus.”  It was over 
160 miles to Damascus.  He and the 
others were probably on camels, but 

nevertheless it was a long journey to 
make to ensure the defeat of the 
marauders.  No doubt he chased them off 
the map so that they wouldn’t come back 
into Canaan again.  All Canaan breathed 
a sigh of relief and celebrated the return 
of the victor.     

Under normal circumstances, 
however, such a rescue would have been 
highly unlikely. First of all, 
Chedorlaomer certainly had many more 
than 300 men on his side; he couldn’t 
have pulled off the entire campaign in 
Canaan with a tiny force.  Second, the 
text says that the LORD won this battle:  

Blessed be Abram by God Most High, 
     Creator of Heaven and earth.  

And blessed be God Most High,   
     who delivered your enemies into 

your hand.   
The credit for the victory went to 

God, not to Abram.  We give God credit 
for things because he can do what we 
can’t do on our own; that’s why we need 
him. This is what we call a “miracle”, 
when God steps in and does something 
contrary to normal circumstances.     
Spoils of war – By the rules of war in 
those days, if someone won the battle, 
the spoils went to the victor.  We 
moderns would insist that Abram should 
have returned all the possessions to the 
victims all around the Canaanite area.  
But we forget that probably most of 
previous owners were dead or scattered 
by now, and their cities destroyed.  
Abram couldn’t have returned them if he 
had wanted to.  So the LORD made him 
even richer at the hands of the pagans.   

And since he showed himself a power 
to be reckoned with, the survivors 
showed respect toward him and didn’t 
insist on their rights.  They accepted him 
as a leader now, someone who deserved 



the rewards of his efforts.  They left it up 
to him to decide what to do with the 
possessions that he took from the four 
kings.  By rights these goods were his 
now.  
Melchizedek – Just as the king of 
Sodom came out to meet Abram after his 
victory, the king of Salem also came out 
to meet him.  If we look at the story 
carefully, we can see that this was no 
chance encounter: the LORD wanted 
Abram to talk to Melchizedek first 
before dealing with the king of Sodom.   

• The king of Sodom came out to 
meet Abram. 

!  But first Melchizedek talked 
with Abram. 

• Then Abram talked to the king of 
Sodom. 

Keep in mind that Abram was in 
learning mode concerning the Covenant 
and his journey of faith.  Each situation 
that he encountered taught him 
something new about God’s relationship 
to him and to his descendants.  If it 
weren’t for the book of Hebrews, we 
probably wouldn’t have a proper 
understanding of who Melchizedek was.  
But now that we have the Apostolic 
viewpoint, we can watch as God brought 
in another critical aspect of the 
Covenant.  

Let’s look at what the author of 
Hebrews says about Melchizedek. 
• The King of Righteousness 

(Melchi – “king”, tsedek – 
“righteousness”) 

• The King of Salem (“Peace”) – or 
Jerusalem 

• Priest of God Most High 
• No genealogy 
• Indestructible life 
• Greater than Abram 

• Permanent priesthood 
• Saves completely 

One of Abram’s descendants was 
Levi (son of Jacob), who was the 
forefather of the Levites – the tribe 
assigned by Moses to be priests for the 
nation of Israel.  Hebrews tells us that 
there was a fundamental difference 
between the priesthood of the Levites 
and that of Melchizedek: theirs was 
physical, a shadow of the eternal, and 
temporary in its effects, whereas his was 
spiritual, reaching into Heaven itself, 
and permanent in its effects.   

The priesthood of the Levites was of 
the Law, and Melchizedek’s was of the 
Covenant.  Abram fathered, and 
therefore was superior to, the Levites, 
whereas he was subject to and dependent 
on the ministry of Melchizedek.   

It looks as though Melchizedek was 
an ordinary man, and we certainly 
wouldn’t think to attribute to him a 
spiritual ministry like that of Jesus – and 
yet Hebrews claims that he did.  
Hebrews makes sure we understand this 
very point.  It deliberately compares the 
Levitical priesthood with that of 
Melchizedek’s.  The Levites were only a 
shadow; their sacrifices were of “the 
blood of bulls and goats” which can 
never take away sin; their priests died 
and couldn’t stand before God forever; 
their ministry couldn’t change the heart.  
In contrast to all these limitations, 
Melchizedek could do what was 
necessary for the Covenant heirs; he 
gave righteousness and peace.  We 
aren’t told how, but we are assured most 
solemnly that he could.  It’s essential 
that we accept the unique nature of the 
priesthood of Melchizedek because Jesus 
himself was made a Priest after the 
order of Melchizedek.  



The LORD has sworn and will 
not change his mind, “You are a 
priest forever after the order of 
Melchizedek.” (Psalms 110:4) 

So Abram learned three critical 
concepts by way of Melchizedek:  

• First, the LORD was to be his sole 
source of blessings.  The 
“Possessor of Heaven and earth” 
would richly bless Abram.  Abram 
had to be told this before he had 
his discussion with the king of 
Sodom about the spoils of the 
battle.  The Covenant blessings do 
not come from man but from God.  

• Second, Melchizedek was his 
Priest, his connection with God; 
the Covenant blessings came by 
the hand of the Priest.  The 
Covenant heirs (Abram and all of 
his descendants) need permanent, 
spiritual blessings direct from 
Heaven.  They need a priest who 
stands before God at all times, able 
to give them life from the throne of 
God.  Shadows aren’t good enough 
for the Covenant.  

• Third, the House of God was 
located in Jerusalem.  At this point 
the Temple hadn’t yet been built; 
but wherever the Priest was, there 
was the House of God.  And 
Melchizedek’s ministry was 
centered in Jerusalem, the future 
site of the Temple.   

Melchizedek told Abram that 
“blessed be God Most High, who has 
delivered your enemies into your hand.” 
(verse 20)  As the king of peace (Salem), 
he pronounced peace over the Covenant 
heir.  In other words, there would finally 
be peace on earth, in plain terms, when 
there were dead bodies on the ground.  

Peace will come only when all of God’s 
enemies are totally destroyed.   

Once Abram understood the unique 
ministry of Melchizedek and where the 
House of God was, he then did what was 
appropriate: he provided for the House 
of God, contributing food for the 
feasting and sacrifices that the Family of 
God share there.  He gave Melchizedek a 
tithe of the spoils of war.  

The Tithe would be introduced later 
in the Law of Moses (Deuteronomy 
14:22-27).  The idea is very simple: the 
priests were to go about the country 
collecting a tenth of the produce and 
livestock of every Israelite and take it 
back to the Temple in Jerusalem and 
store it all there (not money, but food; 
the law stipulated that).  Then during the 
three religious feasts in the Jewish year 
all the people would assemble at 
Jerusalem and worship around the 
Temple.  Since the city merchants 
couldn’t feed all those millions, the 
Tithe food was used instead – so 
essentially each family ate what they had 
contributed earlier through tithes.  
Through the Tithes, then, they all 
contributed to the feasts of the House of 
God.1  The reason God made it a law 
was because, if he hadn’t, people would 
tend to cheat and eat their neighbor’s 

                                                
1  So essentially nobody has legally paid that 
Tithe that the Law requires ever since the 
destruction of the Temple.  Our “tithes” in no 
way resemble the intent of the Law (they 
resemble instead the law of the half-shekel tax – 
Exodus 30:13-15 – which was intended for the 
Temple building and maintenance).  For 
preachers to impose upon church members the 
obligation of tithing is deceptive and a 
misapplication of the text.  See Knots Untied 
(Ravenbrook Publishers: 2006) for more 
information about Biblical tithing.  



food during the national feasts and keep 
their own food at home.  

This is what Abram was enabled to 
see: the House of God where his Family 
would gather together for the feasts.  “I 
tell you, many will come from east and 
west and recline at table with Abraham, 
Isaac, and Jacob in the kingdom of 
Heaven.” (Matthew 8:11)  His tithe, 
then, was his contribution toward that 
Family gathering.  And here was 
Melchizedek coming to accept Abram’s 
tithe. 

If this story about Melchizedek 
seems confusing and complicated, 
perhaps you will understand why 
Hebrews comments about it in this way: 

About this we have much to 
say [about Melchizedek], and it is 
hard to explain, since you have 
become dull of hearing. For 
though by this time you ought to 
be teachers, you need someone to 
teach you again the basic 
principles of the oracles of God. 
You need milk, not solid food. 
(Hebrews 5:11-12) 
So far God had shown Abram the 

length and breadth of the Promised 
Land.  Now he was showing him the 
powerhouse, the source of blessings, the 
mechanism that he would use to bless 
Abram and his descendants.  Here was 
the connection with the spiritual 
Treasures in Heaven. 

• The Source of our blessings 
• The Priest through whom we 

receive those blessings 
• The Source of our righteousness 
• The House of God 
• The necessity of the Tithe – 

contributing the feast for the life of 
the Family 

In other words, Abraham met the 
great High Priest of the Covenant.  

Your father Abraham rejoiced 
that he would see my day. He 

saw it and was glad. (John 8:56) 
Not at Sodom’s hands – After Abram 
had this encounter with Melchizedek, 
then he turned to the king of Sodom to 
discuss the terms of the spoils.  He 
refused to keep any for himself because 
he didn’t want people to say that Sodom 
“made Abram rich.”  Remember what 
had just happened: the four kings 
conquered many cities in Canaan and 
made themselves rich from the spoils.  In 
contrast, Abram had just learned where 
his riches were to come from – God 
Most High, who promised to bless him 
with the Treasures of Heaven. He had 
just met the Priest through whom it 
would come to him. And the source of 
those riches were in Jerusalem, in the 
House of God, at the hands of the Priest 
of God Most High.  Now was the time to 
proclaim his unique inheritance to his 
neighbors.  His goal was not to become 
one with the Canaanites and grow 
prosperous along with them.  He would 
remain a stranger and alien and prosper 
at God’s hands alone. All he asked of the 
king of Sodom was that his friends 
receive a share for their help in rescuing 
the captives, which was appropriate 
since they were not heirs of the special 
Covenant as he was.  

The Point – The Covenant Heir faced a 
new responsibility in this situation: he 
had to rescue his kinsman through war.  
From this event he learned two 
important concepts.  First, that war is 
necessary at times.  The blessings of the 
Covenant don’t just fall into our hands 
easily all the time. “In the world you will 
have tribulation. But take heart; I have 
overcome the world.” (John 16:33)  The 



Shepherd is bound to rescue his sheep 
from the wolves.  So there will be peace 
– once all the enemies are destroyed.   

Second, all his blessings, including 
success in war, would come from the 
House of God, located in a specific 
geographic location – Jerusalem.  There 
is where his God dwelt, there is where 
the Family would gather around for the 
feast.  And the Priest of the Covenant 
was already there in the House 
ministering to God and to the Family.  
Like Jesus Christ, he was a Priest who 
could do what none of the Levitical 
priests could do: he was in direct contact 
with God, and he brought to Abram and 
his Family Treasures from Heaven.  He 
is the Priest of the Covenant; he lives 
forever to bless Abram and his 
descendants.
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