20261011 Genesis 23 Part 2 In Faith, Abraham Puts Down Roots

In a bit of a review of last week, we saw in chapters 15-16 the account of the covenant that God
made with Abraham. It is an everlasting covenant. Abraham is concerned about not having an
heir. In Genesis 15:2, he tells God, “O Lord GOD, what will you give me, for | continue childless,
and the heir of my house is Eliezer of Damascus?” (ESV). Congregation, take note of Eliezer and
what is being said. Eliezer will become the main focus of our study next week when we see
Abraham send him back to Chaldea to find a wife for Isaac. Would that we all could become as
faithful a servant as Eliezer. Abraham was indeed promised a son out of Sarai. When there is a
delay in Sarah’s becoming pregnant, Abraham panics and decides to “help God out.” At the
suggestion of his wife’s bad idea, he has relations with her handmaid, Hagar. What a mess that
made! That is the origin of the Arab nations and much trouble for the Jews. We also get into
trouble when we try to “help God out” when we become impatient with challenges that come
into our lives, instead of resting on God to deliver on His promises.

Last week, we also took a quick look at chapter 17. We were introduced to the ritual of
circumcision - which is the sign of the covenant between God and the descendents of Abraham.
You will note that circumcision is practiced among Muslims and Jews even though it originated
centuries before the advent of Islam. Physical circumcision involves cutting off excessive flesh
from a man’s private parts. Paul will explain that what is important for the believeris a
“circumcision of the heart” by which we allow the Holy Spirit to remove the excess “fleshly
patterns” that are still present in our soul.

Chapters 18-19 brings the visitation of two angelic beings who tell
?- Abraham several things. They assure him and affirm that he will indeed
fi have a descendent out of Sarai’s own body, and they tell him that God is
. & about to destroy Sodom and Gomorrah. Abraham goes into a curious
bargaining session with God in an attempt to save the cities from
Soammeme—= destruction. It is an interesting verbal wrestling match of sorts. In this,
we learn that we too do not anger God when we wrestle with Him. We learn of God’s mercy and
compassion for a remnant who are faithful to Him. We will soon learn in our Genesis study that
the word Israel means “one who wrestles with God.” That is what we are doing right now as we
wrestle with the Scriptures, seeking to learn what they really mean and how we might apply them
to our lives.

In chapter 20, Abraham once again fails to walk in faith, but
rather, he decides to walk in fear. As a result of his fear, he
tells a half-truth to Abimelech (Hebrew meaning my father is
king or father of a king), saying that Sarah is his sister. She was
indeed his half sister, but more importantly he hides the fact
that she is his wife. Abimelech takes Sarah off to be added to
his harem. God speaks to him and warns him not to touch
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Sarah for she is Abraham’s wife. He gives her back to Abraham along with all sorts of treasure as
a token of peace.

4 Chapters 21-22 bring the birth of Isaac, the expulsion of Hagar and
¥ Ishmael, and a truce with Abimelech. God then commands Abraham
® to sacrifice Isaac, his one and only unique son. But before the sacrifice
 takes place, God provides a ram in a thicket, and THEN sacrifice is
| made. Many scholars think that th|s isin the exact Iocatlon of the Holy
of Holies on the Temple Mount in
Jerusalem. God uses a verb in
Hebrew that means to have “experiential knowledge”
(yadah). He tells Abraham that because of Abraham’s
willingness to obey God at great cost to himself, God now
“knows by experience” that Abraham’s love for God is
steadfast and true. We too experience trials and tests that |
suppose show God the depth of our faithfulness.

Let’s now move into Chapter 23.

Chapter 23 - Sarah's Death and Burial

23 Sarah lived 127 years; these were the years of the life of Sarah. 2 And Sarah died at Kiriath-
arba (that is, Hebron) in the land of Canaan, and Abraham went in to mourn for Sarah and to
weep for her. 3And Abraham rose up from before his dead and said to the Hittites, “l am a
sojourner and foreigner among you, give me property among you for a burying place, that | may
bury my dead out of my sight.” ® The Hittites answered Abraham, © “Hear us, my lord; you are a
prince of Godamong us. Bury your dead in the choicest of our tombs. None of us will withhold
from you his tomb to hinder you from burying your dead.” ? Abraham rose and bowed to the
Hittites, the people of the land. 8 And he said to them, “If you are willing that | should bury my
dead out of my sight, hear me and entreat for me Ephron the son of Zohar, ° that he may give me
the cave of Machpelah, which he owns; it is at the end of his field. For the full price let him give it
to me in your presence as property for a burying place.” (Genesis 23:1-9, ESV).

We see from the text that Isaac is now 137 years old at the time of Sarah’s death. Remember
that she became pregnant with Isaac at the ripe old age of 90! She died there in Hebron where
we read last week that Abraham first pitched his tent when arriving in Canaan. Abraham is
distraught. His blessed beautiful Sarah has died. Something now happens that changes the course
of human history. It was the custom that when a person died, they should be returned to the
land of their birth. But Abraham did not contemplate taking Sarah’s body back to Chaldea. He
asked the Hittites to sell him a piece of land in which to bury his wife. In fact, he asks only that
the cave near the oaks of Mamre be sold to him. He asks the locals to go talk to Ephron about
the cave. As a side note, I'd like to add that for centuries scholars said that no civilizations such
as the Hittites had ever existed. They presupposed it to be a fiction found only in the Bible. That
is never the case. What the Bible says is truth whether men have figured it out or not.



Interestingly, in 1906 an archaeologist named Hugo Winckler excavated at Bogazky (Hattusa),
and a huge treasure trove of royal archives was found that gave clear and convincing evidence of
a Hittite civilization. So this people group that was only mentioned in the Bible, was lost in time
for about 3,000 years until the early 1900’s. Sometimes we must wait to see modern knowledge
catch up with the Scriptures. This should remind us of the accuracy of the Bible and the integrity
of what we read in it. We’ve now seen the plot of ground that Abraham desires, so let’s see
Ephron’s answer.

19 Now Ephron was sitting among the Hittites, and Ephron the Hittite answered Abraham in the
hearing of the Hittites, of all who went in at the gate of his city, 1* “No, my lord, hear me: | give
you the field, and | give you the cave that is in it. In the sight of the sons of my people | give it to
you. Bury your dead.” (Genesis 23:10-11, ESV).

Ephron was using a bargaining tactic - he intended to sell the entire field. Extrabiblical Hittite laws
suggest that this strategy may have allowed him to transfer the land’s tax obligations to the buyer.

12Then Abraham bowed down before the people of the land. 3 And he said to Ephron in the
hearing of the people of the land, “But if you will, hear me: | give the price of the field. Accept it
from me, that | may bury my dead there.” ** Ephron answered Abraham, 1 “Mly lord, listen to me:
a piece of land worth four hundred shekels of silver, what is that between you and me? Bury your
dead.” 1 Abraham listened to Ephron, and Abraham weighed out for Ephron the silver that he
had named in the hearing of the Hittites, four hundred shekels of silver, according to the weights
current among the merchants. (Genesis 23:12-16, ESV).

Ephron is pretending to be this magnanimous guy (or perhaps he truly was gracious and loved
Abraham). But he mentioned the value of the land to give a starting price for the negotiations.
This was a huge sum in that a person’s salary was about 10 pounds of silver per year.! (That would
cause the cost of the field to be equal to about a million dollars in today’s money for a small field
and a cave). What we learn from Hittite records is that this sum was great for the property that
was being bought. It was most likely well above the value of the property. And what is interesting,
is that Abraham didn’t even offer less. Abraham just agreed and bought the field. He decided to
let God work out the details of whether it was too much. Abraham didn’t negotiate the price
down because he didn’t want any thought that part of it might be a gift. He bought the field and
he bought it for good. It was never to go back into the hands of the seller.

17 So the field of Ephron in Machpelah, which was to the east of Mamre, the field with the cave
that was in it and all the trees that were in the field, throughout its whole area, was made over
18to Abraham as a possession in the presence of the Hittites, before all who went in at the gate
of his city. 19 After this, Abraham buried Sarah his wife in the cave of the field of Machpelah east
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of Mamre (that is, Hebron) in the land of Canaan. ?° The field and the cave that is in it were made
over to Abraham as property for a burying place by the Hittites. (Genesis 23:17-20, ESV).

So, Abraham became the owner of the land, and it was known by the “gates of the city.” That’s
how they recorded deeds. The people that were at the city gates were the witnesses of all the
deals that went on between people. When they heard the transactions taking place, they were
the witnesses that a deal had been struck. And, they knew the terms of the deal. By burying
Sarah in that place, Abraham was saying, “My hope is in what God promised me, and | will rest
in that promise. And, | will act on that promise.” So where does that leave us? | want each of us
this morning to ask ourselves, “Are we trusting God with our lives and our fortunes?” Do we need
to make any adjustments? Let us each put roots down in the place where God has put us. Let’s
invest in the people around us and in our congregation. By faith, let us each put aside any
restlessness, and get busy to faithfully do our part to bring about the very best that God intends
for each of us. Remember that in studying the Torah we are instructed in how we are to not only
think, but how we should live. These are some normative instructions we might garner from this
passage today:

1) Our faith should be lived out in real-life needs and occurences.

Sarah died (Genesis 23), and Abraham doesn’t “spiritualize away” the grief or the arrangements
of what must be done to bury her. He is dealing with the reality of losing her and having to deal
with the practical need of burying her.

Lesson: Our faith in God includes dealing responsibly with everyday normal kinds of
matters—work, marriage, death, family needs, property, and planning. We should seek
God’s will and let Him have His way in all those areas.

2) We should honor the dead — Although our bodies are mere tents, we are to treat death of
any human being with dignity and seriousness. Our lives are but a vapor, but they are precious
in the sight of the Lord. When | preach a funeral, | love to cite the verse: Precious in the sight of
the Lord is the death of His saints. (Psalm 116:15, ESV). | think this is because when God sees us
faithfully trusting Him even unto death, it is precious to Him. Abraham secured a proper burial
for Sarah. It was important to him.

Lesson: Christianity teaches respect for human dignity—even after death.

3) God’s promises are not a denial of sorrow, but they should give us comfort. Mourning is
real. It is okay. We shouldn’t quote Romans 8:28 glibly. Scripture tells us that although we
mourn, we do not mourn like those who have no hope (1 Thessalonians 4:13). Even though
God’s covenant promises secure Abraham a future and a hope, Sarah still died, and life must go

on.



Lesson: The promises of God don’t remove suffering; they give hope within suffering. We
are taught that our suffering produces spiritual muscles (James).

4) We should have integrity and restraint in our dealings with the world.

Abraham approached the local Hittites respectfully (“I am a stranger and a resident among
you...”) and he bargained fairly with them. Be more concerned about how you deal with others
than whether or not you get the best side of the deal. Abraham refused to take the land “for
free,” instead he chose to pay the full price. He was okay leaving some money on the table.

Lesson: Christians can be both spiritually minded and ethically clean in business and
relationships.

5) Patience and humility — We should exercise great patience and humility in how we deal
with others. Abraham didn’t seize the land or manipulate his position in the situation; he
negotiated calmly and worked within the community. He did the best that he could to get what
he wanted, but he took measures to be at peace with all men.

Lesson: Courage is not always loud and demanding. Sometimes courage is humble,
persistent, and respectfully patient.

6) God is building a lasting testimony through how you should think, speak, and act. — There is
a bigger story pretty much in everything that you and | do. The details matter. God is at work.
This chapter is unusually detailed about the transaction, and we can mine the gold in that, and
try to figure out what we can learn from such detail. That’s what it means to “wrestle with the
text.”

Lesson: God works through “ordinary” steps—contracts, witnesses, public records—to
shape a long-term story of faithfulness.

LET’S ALWAYS REMEMBER THAT WALKING IN THE SPIRIT IS MERELY “LETTING GOD HAVE

HIS WAY WITH YOU.” This requires you to be still and know that He is God. There is no
better place to be than in the center of God’s will for your life.

Let us pray.
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