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Transcript

Genesis 23. Sarah lived 127 years. These were the years of the life of Sarah.

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. And Abraham rose up from before his dead
and said to the Hittites, I'm a sojourner and a 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 God among
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. 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 Machphala, which he owns.
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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. 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 the city. No, my lord, hear me. | give you the field and | give you the
cave thatis in it.

In the sight of the sons of my people, | give it to you. Bury your dead. And Abraham
bowed down before the people of the land.

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, my lord, listen to me. A piece of land worth 400 shekels of
silver. What is that between you and me? Bury your dead.

Abraham listened to Ephron and Abraham weighed out for Ephron the silver that he had
named in the hearing of the Hittites. 400 shekels of silver, according to the weights
current among the merchants. So the field of Ephron in Machphala, 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 to Abraham as a possession in the
presence of the Hittites before all who went in at the gate of the city.

After this, Abraham buried Sarah, his wife, in the cave of the field of Machphala, east 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. In Genesis chapter
23, Sarah dies.

She dies at the age of 127. Is there any significance to this number? Some have pointed
out that it's the seventh centered hexagonal number and she gives birth to Isaac at the
age of 91, which is the sixth centered hexagonal number. Maybe there's something to
this.

| don't think that's the first place | would look though. There are possible connections
with the story of Esther that are worth noting. If you look at the story of Esther, the story
is introduced to us with a reference to 127 provinces in chapter 1 verse 1. In chapter 8
verse 9, we read of the king's scribes and they're sending messages to 127 provinces.

And in chapter 9 verse 30, you have 120 provinces again mentioned. Now, why could
there be some sort of connection here? Why repeat this number three times within the
story of Esther? If you look at the story of Sarah and if you look at the story of Esther,
there are all sorts of parallels. So maybe it's a detail that tips us off to the connection.

What would the connection be? Could it be that the book of Esther is merely giving
redundant details? Perhaps. | think there's something more going on here though. If you



look at the character of Sarah and Esther, both of them are taken by a king on account
of their beauty, taken into the royal harem.

Both have to hide their identities in the king's palace. In both cases, there's a threat to
the seed, a threat to Isaac and a threat also to Israel as a whole. Esther presents us with
a Sarah-like character who plays a far more active role in delivering her people.

Sarah's role might often be seen as very passive as she just goes along with Abraham,
much as Esther goes along with Mordecai to some extent. But Esther is a far more active
character and | think maybe gives us a perspective upon Sarah that we might not find
elsewhere. As in various other cases that we've seen, recognising the connections
between the stories in places like Genesis and stories elsewhere in scripture will help us
to read certain characters, to understand the roles that they are playing, how they are
more significant perhaps than we might otherwise have presumed.

If the story of the Shunammite woman in 2 Kings chapter 4 allows us to imagine a more
active role for Sarah in the binding of Isaac story, the story of Esther in the book of
Esther helps us to imagine a more active role for Sarah in the court of Pharaoh or
Bimelech. Sarah dies in the land of Canaan in Kiriath Arba and Abraham goes to mourn
for her. It suggests perhaps that Abraham is operating elsewhere at the time, he's out
with his flocks in some other part of the land and then comes back to Sarah when she
dies.

Abraham's concern then at this point is to bury his dead within the land. He has not yet
received the land, he's still living outside of it and he wants to have some sort of foothold
in the land, sort of down payment, a sense that he will have a place within the land that
will be a guarantee of his future inheritance. When people are buried there, there's also
a resurrection theme that can come into play.

Later on in the story of Jacob, Jacob will be very concerned that he is buried within the
land of Canaan. As he's buried within the land, there is a recognition that they truly
belong there and that one day God will act and that this will be their homeland. And so
burying the people within the land is an act of faith in that future possession.

Likewise in the story of Joseph, his body is taken up out of Egypt with the Exodus. So
much attention is given to burials in the story of Genesis because the connection
between the people and the land is such an important part of the story. Abraham is a
foreigner and a sojourner among the people of Canaan.

He's a resident alien. He's not just a stranger from outside but someone who is dwelling
within the land or has connections with the land. He asked for property for a burial place
among them that he might bury his dead.

Now what he's looking for is not just a site to bury his dead. He's looking for a property, a



holding within the land. And there's a difference between just being given a certain area
of land that he can use and having a holding, something that is truly his.

And there are many people who would be quite happy to say to Abraham, you can bury
her in our plot. But he wants something more than that. He wants something that is truly
his, not just the allowance of someone else's property and the extension of hospitality.

He wants a possession. It's like being in someone else's house and they say you're very
welcome to stay. You can use this room whenever you want.

And make yourself at home. But making yourself at home is a very different thing from
actually having a home. And so if you were to say to the person who invited you in that
way, | want to buy that room.

| want it to be my own in the full sense. | don't just want to be a guest. That would be the
sort of thing that Abraham is doing at this point.

He's not going to just accept a gift or hospitality. He wants to have a stake in this land, a
particular territory that will be a down payment of his future inheritance. And so the
negotiation and haggling that occurs after this is important.

The people say you're a mighty prince or a prince of God. He's maybe a spiritual leader
among them too. A priest-like leader who has established altars within the land and they
will treat him with honour and respect.

In fact, it might seem as if Abraham is being given the opportunity to become one of the
Hittites himself. He can bury his dead in Hittite land, have a plot among them and
perhaps be one of the Hittite princes. They will give him choicest of their possessions.

They're not going to be withholding anything from him. But he would have to consider
himself as one of them rather than having a possession of his own distinct from theirs.
And Abraham's not going to accept that.

That's not what he's looking for. So he talks about the cave of Machphola. He wants this
particular double cave, a two-layered cave for his possession.

He wants the end of the field, the field of Ephron, the son of Zohar. He doesn't ask for
the whole field. He wants the cave alone.

And Ephron talks with him saying that he will give him the field and the cave that is in it.
And on three separate occasions says, bury your dead and gives him that grant. But
that's again not what Abraham wants.

He does not just want hospitality. He does not want a gift. He wants a possession.

When we think about a gift, for instance, if someone gives you something, you can be



beholden to them. You have a responsibility to them. You have to show gratitude in
certain ways.

Whereas if you buy something generally, when you purchase something, the relationship
between you and the person you purchase it from is dissolved immediately upon the
purchase. You've fulfilled your obligation to them. If they give you something, you are
beholden to them.

And if you purchase something, you are not beholden to them in the same way. And
Abraham is very concerned that he possesses this in the right way. Ephron offers him not
just the cave, but the field as well.

He quite possibly knows that Abraham is not going to be satisfied with this, but wants to
get Abraham to give him more money by offering the field and the cave. Whereas
Abraham just wants the cave. Abraham returns.

Abraham responds by bowing down and speaking to Ephron saying, if you will give it, |
will give you money for the field. Take it from me and I'll bury my dead there. And he
answers again, but does not really directly answer Abraham.

He answers him in an implicit way. My Lord, listen to me. The land is worth 400 shekels
of silver.

What is that between you and me? So bury your dead. What he is given is the price that
he believes the land is worth, or at least the price that he wants from Abraham. He
knows that Abraham wants to pay for the land, that he wants it as a possession.

And the amount that he asks is a huge amount. He's hoping that as Abraham is an
exceedingly rich man, he will be able to pay something that's about 50 years of a regular
wage earner's labor. This is a lot of money to ask for a possession, particularly when you
compare it to the amount that's paid for places in other parts of scripture.

The potter's field that's bought with the money for which Jesus is betrayed is 30 shekels
of silver. This is 400 and it's a huge amount. It gives you also a sense of just how rich
Abraham is at this point.

In these negotiations, Abraham is willing to pay this amount of money to have a
possession in the land, even if it's just a field and a cave. It's a place that he can call his
own, a first peg placed down into the land. It's a sign of his confidence in God's
fulfillment of his promise.

This is his land, the land that is promised to him. And by burying his dead there, he's
expressing confidence that God will raise his people up from the death-like slumber of
Egypt and that he will be brought into the possession of this land. God had placed
Abraham himself into slumber, telling him that he would bring his people up and into the



possession of the land.

And now by burying his dead within the land, he's praying or anticipating that same
thing. Burying the dead within the land is a sign of resurrection faith that one day God
will return them from the death-like slumber of Egypt. Joseph's statement concerning his
body at the end of the book of Genesis anticipates the same thing, hoping that they will
bring his body up as they leave Egypt.

That's the way that the story of Genesis ends. This site then is a memorial that all will be
theirs on a future occasion. It's not just a gift.

It's not just hospitality from the Hittites. There is not just a sense of honor given to a
resident alien who is respected among them. This is a sign of possession that they own
this property.

It's truly their own. And one day that they will own all of the land. Abraham, as he spoke
to the king of Sodom, refused to accept any of the spoil from his hands.

He did not want to say that a king of Sodom had made him rich. Likewise, he does not
want to say that he has beholden to the Hittites, that he is their guest, that he has
received the land from their hands, that he's beholden to them in some respect, to
return in some manner something to them. No, he buys it from them so that he can say
that only God has made him rich, that this possession will come from God alone who is
the owner of heaven and earth.

A question to meditate upon. Genesis chapter 23 speaks of Abraham buying a field and a
cave as sites for burial. In the story of the gospels, we have two burial places referred to.

A field that's bought as a burial place and a tomb or cave in which Jesus's body is buried.
What insights might be gained from holding these two stories, these two fields, these
two caves alongside each other and reflecting upon the similarities and the contrasts?
John chapter 11 verses 45 to 57. Many of the Jews, therefore, who had come with Mary
and had seen what he did, believed in him.

But some of them went to the Pharisees and told them what Jesus had done. So the chief
priests and the Pharisees gathered the council and said, what are we to do for this man
performs many signs. If we let him go on like this, everyone will believe in him and the
Romans will come and take away both our place and our nation.

But one of them, Caiaphas, who was high priest that year, said to them, you know
nothing at all, nor do you understand that it is better for you that one man should die for
the people, not that the whole nation should perish. He did not say this of his own
accord, but being high priest that year, he prophesied that Jesus would die for the nation
and not for the nation only, but also to gather into one the children of God who are
scattered abroad. So from that day on, they made plans to put him to death.



Jesus, therefore, no longer walked openly among the Jews, but went from there to the
region near the wilderness to a town called Ephraim. And there he stayed with the
disciples. Now the Passover of the Jews was at hand, and many went up from the country
to Jerusalem before the Passover to purify themselves.

They were looking for Jesus and saying to one another as they stood in the temple, what
do you think, that he will not come to the feast at all? Now the chief priests and the
Pharisees had given orders that if anyone knew where he was, he should let them know
so that they might arrest him. The end of John chapter 11 is a key turning point within
the narrative of the gospel. Jesus has just raised Lazarus from the dead, and many of the
Jews who had gone to mourn with Mary and Martha had seen this and come back
believing in Christ.

Others had gone and told the Jews, and clearly this was a cause of great concern. Here
people are seeing what Christ has done, his power, and are believing him. And it seems
that they are losing ground against this great opponent, this person who has been at the
feasts over the last few chapters in Jerusalem, who has been at the feast of tabernacles,
the feast of dedication.

And now they are nearing this time of the Passover, and they are finding out that he is
gaining ground against them. They need to have some sort of plan. And so it's at this
point that they plot to kill him.

In the chapter that follows, we'll see that they're not only planning to Kkill Jesus, they're
planning to kill Lazarus, who he had raised. This miracle, this sign, was such a powerful
one that it was very hard for people to avoid. Jesus' glory had been manifested, and that
glory being manifested set in motion the events that would lead to his death.

Now, as we look through the various synoptic gospels, the events that lead to the plot to
kill Christ are primarily seen to be those of his temple action as he clears the temple. It's
after that they plot to kill him. There had been attempts to kill Jesus before this point.

In Luke chapter 4, the people of Nazareth tried to kill him after his sermon in the
synagogue. Elsewhere in John, we see attempts to kill Christ taking up stones against
him. But here we see a concerted plan and plot by the rulers of the people themselves.

They're gathering together. They realise that he is gaining followers, that if they do not
deal with him immediately, they are going to be in real trouble. Not merely because they
lose their religious influence over the people, but also because in losing that influence,
the people will become restive and there will be a threat of rebellion against the
Romans.

Now, what will happen then is that the Romans will come and take away both our place
and our nation. They fear a loss of the temple and of their national status. And the threat



they fear, the thing that animates them to crucify Christ, is actually something that
befalls the nation about 40 years later.

They try to escape it, but it is in fact their crucifying of Christ that will lead them to lose
their place and nation. Not the fact that they crucified him and got him out of the way as
a threat to the stability of the people. In the deliberations of the council, we also see how
much they were enthralled to the Romans, unable to stand against the Romans.

Eventually, they will declare, we have no king but Caesar, not just denying Christ's status
as the king of the Jews, but also expressing just how much they had given themselves
into the hands of the Romans and rejected God as king over them. The true king is
Caesar. Their concern to hang on to their nationhood and the temple caused them to
forfeit everything else.

And they ended up losing the things that they should have guarded most jealously, their
relationship with God. They ended up serving Caesar rather than God because they
could not bring themselves to lose those things. So often we can feel attracted to power
and so concerned to hold on to power that we end up holding on to it for its own sake.

By presenting Jesus' action in raising Lazarus as the event that precipitated this plot,
John has highlighted the character of Christ's death in a particular way. Christ dies for his
friend. He lays down his life for his friend.

And Caiaphas unwittingly prophesies something more. All the children of God from every
nation are going to be saved by Christ's death. He lays down his life not just for his
friend, but for the entire nation, for the entire people, that God might deliver all of them
from the fate that is feared.

A fate far worse than the loss of nationhood and temple, the fate of being alienated from
God himself. A question to meditate upon. In our systematic theology we can often
speak about the character of the death of Christ and what he achieved through his
atonement.

Within the Gospels however, we are told a narrative of Christ's death. And these
narratives don't really come in the form of atonement doctrines. Rather we have to
deduce some sort of understanding of what Christ's death achieves from the actual
story.

What can we learn from this chapter and the way that Christ's death is described in
relationship to Lazarus and then also in relationship to the nation of Israel and the
children of God throughout all the world?



