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 I don’t know how many years, in total, that Abraham and Sarah 
were husband and wife because I don’t know how old they were 
when they were married as Abram and Sarai back in Ur of the 
Chaldeans. 

  I do know he was 100 and she was 90 when they had their first 
child. I do suspect, since they were part of the same family group, 
they had known each other for all but Abraham’s 10-year earlier 
start on life. That would be about 117 years of sharing life in 
common. 

 With all those years together, including the birth of Isaac in their 
old age, we might have expected this next chapter to record the 
bittersweet details of that long life together. It might have been 
some equivalent of the PowerPoints we share at memorial 
services tracing a person’s life from birth to death. 

 Genesis 23 indeed does record the death of Abraham’s long 
known beloved wife Sarah. Surprisingly, the chapter reads more 
like a lesson in ANE real estate bartering than a tribute to a 
beloved ancestor of the Children of Israel.  

 Why did Moses record what he recorded here absolutely being 
moved by the Spirit of God as his prophet? What did God want to 
make known from the circumstances and record of Sarah’s death 
and especially her burial? 

 After we look at the narrative of the events, I’ll address the 
answer to that question from the perspective of Abraham, then 
the perspective of the Children of Israel about to finally enter the 
Promised Land a full generation after leaving Egypt, and then 
finally from what the truth God intends here might say to us.  

 I’ll clue you in ahead of time on that. I think it can help us correct 
two contrasting errors we make when we think about death. 
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 We are clear when it comes to Scriptures call that we are to live 
life by faith. Living by faith could sum up almost all of the teaching 
of God’s Word. One truth “living by faith” can miss as we walk 
around for God in this world is the truth that we are also to be 
“dying by faith.” 

 Let’s read Genesis 23 and then make some observations from the 
three perspectives… READ Genesis 23: 1-20 

 Every time I read the first verses of this story, I wonder what it 
means that “Abraham went to mourn Sarah.”  Was he gone 
somewhere so that he was not with Sarah at Kiriath Arba also 
called Hebron? At 137 years old he is still making real estate deals 
so I guess he could have been away overseeing his sheikdom.  

 More important to me this morning is what Abraham says after 
the mourning—after the weeping had taken place. Don’t miss 
that “after” part. There was, I’m sure great sadness in Abraham at 
the death of his beloved wife. However, giving the description of 
this sadness just a few lines tells us Genesis 23 is not about how 
much Abraham loved Sarah in life or mourned Sarah in death. 

 That something else begins with Abrahams words in verse 4 to 
some of the current inhabitants of the Promised Land: “I am an 
alien and a stranger among you. Sell me some property for a 
burial site so I can bury my dead.” 

 The normal custom of the day for an alien and stranger—certainly 
an alien and stranger of Abraham’s financial means—to return to 
their homeland where they were not an alien and stranger to 
bury their dead among family in the place where family had roots. 

 Now we see another reason Moses, at the direction of the Spirit 
of God, placed those words at the end of Genesis 22 that might 
have seemed out of place there. They were exactly where they 
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needed to be so that the reader would remember that clearly the 
family home of Sarah and Abraham was Ur of the Chaldeans or 
maybe Haran not Kiriath Arba also known as Hebron in the 
Promised Land.  

 Those verses at the end of chapter 22 also tell us that this 
presumed “homeland” where Abraham would presumably bury 
his dead was reachable. Abraham could receive news from the 
pace where they used to live and have their roots. 

 We have seen this designation “alien and stranger” before in 
Abraham’s story. We have talked about what it means. We have 
emphasized that it means Abraham, and those of his household of 
faith in the LORD, did not view the home of the people of Sodom, 
or the people of the kingdom of Abimelech as their home—the 
place of their family’s roots. 

 As we might say today, that they were in that world of these 
pagans living autonomous lives without trusting Yahweh as their 
God but they were not of that world. They were of the family of 
faith in God rather than in self-sufficiency.  

 But, let’s not accidentally put ourselves a few degrees off course 
in understanding this reality of aliens and strangers as Abraham 
and Moses and the Children of Israel understood it. If we do that, 
we can end up making one of the potential errors I’ll mention 
later. 

 Think back to the promises the LORD has made to Abraham that, 
will surely come about. One included land—actual land with 
actual geographical boundaries being announced. This land 
matter was more than just a nice spiritual metaphor for Abraham 
living in a land of faith as opposed to living in the land of unbelief. 
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This promise was really about dirt and mountains and wells and 
trees and maps and ownership and deeds. 

 Let me say it like this: Abraham and his family were aliens and 
strangers in this geographical space as much as they were in this 
spiritual space. However, God’s promises meant that they would 
not always be aliens and strangers geographically. This land would 
be their home—their place of rootedness given to them by God 
himself. 

 Abraham knew and believed this. He would never manipulate to 
try to acquire this God-Promised Land by the grace of the 
unbelivers now in it. For this reason, all along so far, he has 
rejected the offers of the pagans to make him the man he is 
meant to be. 

 He has been a man “living by faith.” Now, if you will allow me to 
put it this way, he must be a man “dying by faith.” He has believed 
God and trusted his promises in life. Now he must believe God 
and trust his promises in death. You may think you know which of 
those “trusts” is the more difficult, but I wouldn’t be so certain. 

 Abraham has already shown his faith in this matter by holding 
back nothing and sacrificing Isaac believing the promises of God 
are not destroyed by death.  

 Then the angel held back his hand and Isaac was, in effect a living 
sacrifice. Not so with his beloved Sarah. She has indeed died. She 
has passed from this world in some way. In his grief, will Abraham 
still trust God for all the promises? Will he trust him even for the 
promise of an earthly home—a Promised Land? 

 Yes he will. You see, even though Abraham knows he is an alien 
and a stranger in this land, he knows this will not always be so.  
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 With faith in God to fulfill this promise, someday in some way, 
Abraham wants to bury his beautiful, beloved wife in the land God 
promises will be their homeland—their place of rootedness in this 
world—where they will NOT be wandering strangers and aliens 
but the rightful kings and rulers as humans were created to be. 

 In a way, Abraham has been making this point as he has moved 
around the land building altars and worshipping the one God, 
Yahweh, who has the authority to designate whose home this 
land will be. It is God who will bring about this promise not 
shrewd business deals nor ostensibly generous Canaanites hoping 
to be able to say, “Abe owes me a favor! I made him who he is 
today!”  

 This is what the bargaining for most of the chapter is about. Who 
will actually own the land? How will they obtain it?  

 Abraham seeks only a burial place that he will buy outright so 
that, for all the many generations to come, the site will legally 
belong to Abraham’s family and not revert to a seemingly 
generous Cannaite upon Abraham’s death. 

 “Sell me just the cave of Macpelah at the end of the field 
belonging to Ephron son of Zohar and, Ephron son of Zohar, sell it 
to me for the full price,” says Abraham. 

 “No, no, no, my fine sir!” says Ephron son of Zohar. “Let me give 
you both the field and the cave as a burial site for your wife.” We 
don’t know all we need to know to know for sure, but it is likely 
that Mr. Ephron son of Zohar is doing one of two things. He may 
be refusing to sell because a gift would revert to his family 
eventually. Or he may be trying to drive up the price without 
looking like he is being selfish. 
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 Either way, Abraham wants no revocable gift and doesn’t even 
want a discount so that Mr. Ephron son of Zohar might later 
claim, “I did Abe a favor!” 

 So, they checked Zillow but couldn’t find any comparables with a 
burial cave ready to go. Ephron son of Zohar says a fair price is 
400 shekels of silver. 

 I always find it difficult to try to convert ANE shekels of silver to 
current dollars. It is even more difficult now that we are 
experiencing higher inflation that impacts the value of our dollars. 
[Welcome to a new world some of you kiddoes who have grown 
up thinking gasoline will always cost around $2 a gallon!] 

 The best I can figure is that this was about $120k. It is estimated, 
that in those days this $120k was much more than a normal 
laborer might earn over a lifetime.  

 Still, none of this tells me if this was a good price or a bad price. I 
would have assumed land was relatively cheap back then since I 
would assume population density was low. However, reading 
about this transaction reminded me we are not talking about land 
in the Midwestern USA. We are talking about land in a desert 
region of the world. Arable land—a field for growing things—was 
likely very expensive in this neighborhood. 

 Whatever the case, Abraham was willing to pay this much in a 
very public way. This meant, at least, that he was not receiving 
the land as a gift in any way. God’s resources provided to 
Abraham would be the power that obtained this land in the form 
of silver shekels. 

 Importantly, this field and its cave were “deeded” to Abraham. 
This was not a generous loaner cave but a sale in perpetuity. 
Importantly, as well, all of this was done publicly in the right 
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place, in front of the Hittite Canaanites so that no one could claim 
that this piece of land—land beginning to fulfill the promise of 
God—became Abraham’s and his offspring by any power other 
than God’s provision. 

 The Cave of Machpelah becomes the burial place of the 
patriarchs, dying by faith, for Abraham Sarah, Isaac, Rebekah, 
Jacob and Leah. Rachel, Jacob’s wife who died giving birth to 
Benjamin, was also buried in the Promised Land but not in this 
cave. 

 The Cave of Machpelah became a highly elevated place in Jewish 
mysticism. The mystics concluded it marked the entrance to the 
Garden of Eden and that Adam and Eve were both buried there as 
well. The traditional site for the cave, still held today, is actually a 
Herodian era rebuild but doesn’t have the same certainty 
geographically as the Herodian work on the Temple Mount in 
Jerusalem so we don’t know if this is the cave or not. 

 I mention all of this to point out how important this site is to Jews 
and others. It is more than a grave. It is the public beginning of 
the fulfillment of the Promise of God to give Abraham and his 
family a Land to be their home—a God-provided place in Creation 
to be rooted. 

 Now, for the three perspectives…I have already dropped hints for 
Abraham’s perspective but let me make this more explicit. 

 This real estate deal is not a full record of Abraham’s response to 
losing his beloved wife. It is not that all that mattered was a place 
to bury her. However, THE place to bury her mattered greatly. 

 Because Abraham had a “dying by faith” as well as “living by faith” 
trust in God this geographical location in the Promised land and 
obtaining it by God’s power held a great symbolic lesson. “This is 
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home! This is our promised place! Although, in the eyes of the 
world we are but strangers and aliens, in the eyes of faith this is 
our promised place to be for God’s glory—to fulfill our purpose as 
created humans called to be the people of God. 

 If you wonder what power this visible symbol of a reality by faith 
had even after death, wonder no more. Just look at what Joseph 
said to close the book of Genesis in chapter 50 beginning at verse 
22 

  22 Joseph stayed in Egypt, along with all his father’s family. He 
lived a hundred and ten years 23 and saw the third generation of 
Ephraim’s children. Also the children of Makir son of Manasseh 
were placed at birth on Joseph’s knees. 

 24 Then Joseph said to his brothers, “I am about to die. But God 
will surely come to your aid and take you up out of this land to 
the land he promised on oath to Abraham, Isaac and Jacob.” 25 

And Joseph made the sons of Israel swear an oath and said, 
“God will surely come to your aid, and then you must carry my 
bones up from this place.”  

 26 So Joseph died at the age of a hundred and ten. And after they 
embalmed him, he was placed in a coffin in Egypt. 

 Joseph, dying by faith, said, “Someday after I am dead God will 
make it possible for you to take me home—to my home on this 
Created earth.” 

 That makes a nice bridge to what all this was saying to the 
generation of Israeliteswho were about to finally enter the 
Promised land—about to finally go home. Their parents hadn’t 
been people of God “dying by faith.” They had hardly been people 
of God “living by faith.” 
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 Now it was time to see God’s promise about the land fulfilled—or 
at least continued to be in the process of being fulfilled.  

 Joshua leading these folks after Moses wrote these things and 
died…in Joshua 1:6 hears the LORD himself say: “Be strong and 
courageous, because you will lead these people to inherit the 
land I swore to your forefathers to give them. Be strong and very 
courageous!”  

 Why can you be strong and courageous in the face of battle and 
possible death for my cause? Because I am God who can keep his 
promises even as whole generations pass—even as death seems 
to work against my promises. 

 And that call to courage trusting God’s promises even in the face 
of death bridges nicely to the third perspective—a more 
perspective.  

 We are not the Children of Israel.  The Promise of a geographical 
home stretching “from the desert to Lebanon, and from the River 
Euphrates all the Hittite country to the Great Sea on the west is 
not your land and my land as God described to Moses and then to 
Joshua.  

 However, just because we are not the Israelites and many 
generations have died since this promise, does not mean the 
promise must be figurative and have not earthly geographical 
value. 

 This could easily become a lecture on the positives of a good 
Dispensational Theology that recognizes the things we have in 
common as people of God in all ages but also holds to the 
distinctions that keep the church of Jesus from becoming a 
recipient of a spiritualized version of God’s promises that were 
made to Abraham and his offspring. 
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 The church is not spiritual Israel in that sense. We are not those 
who only live spiritualized lives. Rather than a study of 
Dispensationalism this morning, that is my point. 

 One error we make when dealing with promises of God and their 
reach beyond death is to spiritualize them to treat anything that 
must require faith beyond this life as metaphorical and absolutely 
separate from faith and reality in this life and in this world. 

 Bear with me. You will need to think about this some. Early in the 
church there were folks who integrated the philosophy of Plato 
with biblical theology. Put very briefly, Plato concluded what we 
see, feel, touch, etc. in this world isn’t the real stuff. The physical 
world is merely an image of reality. For Plato, salvation become 
beings set free from the physical world—the soul released from 
the body. In this existence a real person is a disembodied spirit. 

 This is where we get the fake Christian understanding by some 
that our existence after death—our heavenly existence is an 
ethereal ideal where we float about gazing at God—a Casper the 
friendly ghost existence where we all become sort of angels 
floating on clouds playing harps. 

 Now, I know you don’t buy that but that idea still permeates lots 
of teaching and thinking so much so that believers can conclude 
what we do in this false world of earthy material existence has no 
connection with the ethereal heavenly world to come.   

 Let’s just summarize this first misunderstanding as: living like this 
created, physical world and how we live in it really don’t matter 
for Christians. There is little connection with what comes next. 

 The second misunderstanding stands at the opposite end of the 
spectrum from this. Likely more Christians are caught living out 
this second misunderstanding even if we say we don’t.  
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 Paul addresses this misunderstanding with the Corinthian church. 
They had not come to believe this world doesn’t really matter but 
rather the opposite that this world now is really all that matters. 

 Paul wrote to them about this in 1 Corinthians 15. Let me read 
you just a few verses of his longer correction: 

 12 But if it is preached that Christ has been raised from the dead, 
how can some of you say that there is no resurrection of the 
dead? 13 If there is no resurrection of the dead, then not even 
Christ has been raised. 14 And if Christ has not been raised, our 
preaching is useless and so is your faith. 15 More than that, we 
are then found to be false witnesses about God, for we have 
testified about God that he raised Christ from the dead. But he 
did not raise him if in fact the dead are not raised. 16 For if the 
dead are not raised, then Christ has not been raised either. 17 

And if Christ has not been raised, your faith is futile; you are still 
in your sins. 18 Then those also who have fallen asleep in Christ 
are lost. 19 If only for this life we have hope in Christ, we are to be 
pitied more than all men.  

 Living as if this life is all we have is erroneous living. There is life 
beyond death. It is connected with this life now and it matters. 

 So, we can live as if all that matters is someday we die and go to 
heaven and escape this world with Jesus’ help or we can live as if 
this world is where we get all we are going to get so we had 
better grab for all the gusto we can while we are here and we can 
get Jesus to help us be successful at this. 

 Both of these are errors. This world and the world to come are 
both real. They are connected. And here is where Abraham’s 
lesson in Genesis 23 comes into the picture.  
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 The promises of God made in this world are not made null and 
void by leaving this world in death. The promises of God that are 
begun to be fulfilled in this world will continue to be fulfilled in 
the world to come. Death does not cause that fulfillment to cease. 

 The promises of God made in this world that have not yet even 
begun to be fulfilled in this world will still be fulfilled in the world 
to come even staying connected to this created world of 
physicality. 

 Look, to simplify it in case I have lost you, there is no break in 
God’s promises because they extend for generations and thus, 
human death intervenes. Death is not a conquering enemy to 
God’s plan in any degree whatsoever. 

 This is why I say we need both living by faith and dying by faith. 
Abraham needed both. The promise, in this case of a land for the 
people of God, was not broken by the death of his beloved Sarah 
(or any other death) so he buried her in keeping with that promise 
in the Promised Land. He was living by faith and dying by faith… 

 I think I can now better understand why Paul could say to the 
Philippians with feels to be some measure of easy nonchalance… 

  21 For to me, to live is Christ and to die is gain. 22 If I am to go on 
living in the body, this will mean fruitful labor for me. Yet what 
shall I choose? I do not know!  

 Paul saw no great break of the promises of God at death. The 
promises were continuous on both sides of that seeming great 
divide. Paul simply walked ahead both living by faith and dying by 
faith seeming not to notice very much what frightens so many, so 
much, that thing we call “death.” 


