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Part 51 – There Is a Better City  
 

Genesis 23 
This passage revolves around Abraham’s determination to secure 
incontestable and permanent ownership of a piece of land which will 
serve as the family tomb. The place of burial, located in Hebron, 
anchored Abraham and his descendants to the Promised Land.1 

Later we are told that Abraham, Isaac, Rebekah, Leah and Jacob were buried in this very tomb (49:29-32). 
So, the tomb and the property surrounding it became, in due time, the guarantee for the entire Promised 
Land to the coming generations.  
 
The death of Sarah  
Vv. 1-4 

• Death hangs over this passage. It begins with the report of Sarah’s death and ends with Abraham placing 
her in the ground. Seven times variations of “bury…dead” is used in the passage. Sarah died in Hebron, 
in the heart of the Promised Land not yet having seen the fulfillment of God’s promise. She is the first 
woman after Eve to be given a place on center stage in Genesis. She is the only woman in the Bible 
whose age at death is reported (127-years-old). She died when Isaac was 37 years of age, three years 
before his marriage to Rebekah (Vs. 1). Abraham and Sarah were likely married for over 100 years.  

• “Alien and stranger” (Vs. 4) describes Abraham’s status in Canaan. In a technical sense, his status as 
resident alien gave him some standing but limited rights. For instance, he was able to retrieve a well that 
he dug after it had been taken by servants of Abimelech (Genesis 20). Ordinarily a resident alien was not 
entitled to buy land. It is not insignificant that the first record we have of Abraham legally owning land in 
Canaan was his purchase of a burial plot. His hope was not bound to this present world. He was looking 
for a better city.  

 
Abraham purchases a burial site  
Vv. 5-20 

• Abraham approaches the Hittites in order to purchase a parcel of land in which he might bury Sarah. 
What follows is likely a description of standard etiquette of the day in which the landowners feign no 
interest in the money but instead offer Abraham a place in one of their own tombs to bury his departed 
(Vv. 5-9). It may also be that the Hittites would much rather lend Abraham a burial plot than allow him to 
legally possess land in their own territory. Today, the site is covered by a mosque. To the Jews, it is 
second only to the Western Wall in terms of religious significance.  

• After seeking to purchase the land through the council (the typical practice of the day) Abraham is 
approached personally by Ephron, the owner of the land. Ephron offers Abraham the land free of charge. 
Again, this was the standard etiquette of the day where the owner feigned no interest in receiving money 
while the buyer was allowed to eventually prevail in the arrangement. Abraham insists on full ownership 
of the parcel of land and the price is quite high at 400 shekels of silver (a measure of weight). Abraham 
leaves no room for the possibility of his ownership to be contested (Vv. 11-16). 

• The mention of witnesses along with certain details of the property, like trees, was typical of land 
purchases at that time. The point being that the land now legally belonged to Abraham (vv. 17-18). The 
account closes with the narrator restating the purpose of the land purchase (vv. 19-20).  

• James Boice states that “Abraham was buying Ephron’s field not only to bury Sarah but also to express 
his confidence in God’s promises concerning the Land and the future.”2 God had promised Abraham, “To 
your offspring I will give this land…Go, walk through the length and breadth of the land, for I am giving it 
to you” (Genesis 12:7; 13:17). Abraham’s hope was not grounded in Canaan. When he rose from his 
weeping he said, “I am an alien and stranger among you” (vs. 4). That remarkable truth would echo in 
the hearts of the faithful from that point onward. God’s people have always understood that their earthly 
habitation is transient. God’s people are resident aliens in this life waiting for the better city (Hebrews 
11:13-16).  

 
1 Bruce Waltke, Genesis: A Commentary (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 2001) p. 316 
2 James Montgomery Boice, Genesis: Vol. 2 (Grand Rapids: Baker, 1985) p. 714 
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Theology Applied: 
1. The body matters. 

• There is a wonderful picture of Christian hope embedded within the practice of Christian burial. At the 
return of Jesus, God will raise to life every one of his people without exception no matter what happened 
to their bodies after death. We cannot help but think of the Christian martyrs who were consumed by 
beasts in the Roman colosseum for the amusement of the crowds. Or what of those who were burned at 
the stake? God is able and will raise them incorruptible (1 Corinthians 15:35ff). But this does not mean 
that Christians may treat the bodies of their dead with anything less than great care and dignity. The 
attention paid to the bodies of Christians after they die is an expression of Christian hope in their future 
resurrection life. Abraham buried Sarah and he buried her in such a way as to embody his faith. 

• The Christian hope is not merely the immortality of the soul but the resurrection of the body. To be present 
with the Lord at the moment of our death is indeed a great blessing. But it is an interim blessing. The 
fullness of the Christian hope is to be a whole person raised incorruptible at the return of Christ. Our 
treatment of the bodies of our loved ones should give witness to this hope.  

 
2. Integrity matters. 

• Genesis 23 is a prime example of an Ancient Near Eastern business transaction. Isn’t it interesting that 
God would include in his holy Word the account of a business transaction? We must not hurry through 
the details as though we have nothing to learn from it. In this account we see Abraham’s integrity and 
wisdom. He shows both great courtesy in keeping with the customs of the day and prudence in making 
sure the land purchased is fully attested to. Of this passage Donald Barnhouse wrote: “How unlike 
Abraham are many of his spiritual children. They embark in business, they enter into contracts without 
due consideration. They transact their affairs without order and leave them in confusion. Thus by 
indiscreet conduct they disgrace their names and ruin their families.”3 

 
3. We are not home yet. 

• Understandably, Abraham grieves the death of his beloved. Death is not the way it is supposed to be. It 
is no lack of faith which grieves over death. Life in this fallen world is a veil of tears in which we suffer 
every sorrow that is common to man. As Christians we bear the added sorrow of knowing that the sorrow, 
suffering, and death in this world is not the natural order of things but the bitter fruit of man’s sin and 
rebellion against God. 

• Abraham’s first words after rising from his posture of mourning were an announcement of his earthly 
status. Even in the Land of Promise Abraham understood that he was an alien and stranger.  

• Abraham’s determination to purchase a holding in the Promised Land in order to bury his descendants 
was an act of faith that God would indeed give them possession of the Land. He was embodying his faith 
that both the Promised Land itself and the heavenly country it represented would one day belong to him, 
his family, and his descendants by faith. Tragically, Israel would come to love their land more than they 
loved their God.  

 
4. Hope for the better city. 

• Surely there is something highly significant about the fact that the very first parcel of land that Abraham 
actually owned in the Land of Promise was a burial site. When a Christian purchases a burial site it is far 
more than mere expedience. It is an act of hope. And hope is not wishful thinking. It is confidence in what 
God has promised though we do not see it yet.  

• Hebrews 11:9-13 points us to the deeper significance of what is described in Genesis 23. Abraham and 
Sarah lived as pilgrims in the world. Though they were residents, they were aliens nonetheless. They did 
not own a single piece of property in the Promised Land. More significantly, they did not yet possess the 
heavenly country of which Canaan was a type. They lived by faith in God’s promises though they never 
saw the fulfillment in their own lifetimes. They knew what God had promised them would, in due time 
become theirs. They died in faith and so, the author of Hebrews tells us, are among those who will receive 
what was promised them – the better country, the resurrection, the city which has foundations, whose 
builder and maker is God. They saw that better city with the eyes of faith and greeted it from afar. 

 
3 Quoted in Boice, p. 713 


