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 “Dealing with Death” (Genesis 23:1-20) 

At one time or another, we will all have the painful experience of losing someone we love. This 
is not some hypothetical subject but one that touches the lives of all. Genesis 23 provides some 
answers to the question of how believers should deal with death.  

The subject of death is not one that we like to talk about. People go out of their way to 
avoid mentioning it. Shopping malls rarely permit funeral homes to ply their trade in their midst. 
Despite the fact that the statistics tell us that ten out of ten people die, every one seeks to sail 
through life thinking about something else. We think and live for the now - not the inevitable 
future. All too many think like the rich foolish farmer in Luke 12 that they have many years 
ahead of them.  

The Bible tells us that reflecting on the temporal nature of life is good for us. Solomon 
instructs, “It is better to go to the house of mourning, than to go to the house of feasting: for that is the end of all 
men; and the living will lay it to his heart” (Eccl. 7:2). The Bible also reminds us to face up to the 
fragility of life, “truly as the LORD liveth, and as thy soul liveth, there is but a step between me and death” (1 
Sam. 20:3). A step takes just a moment to pass. So is life. It can pass in a moment. The old 
Anglican prayer book sums up this great truth well, “In life we are in death.” 

The Scriptures also instructs us that our lives are held in the Hand of a Sovereign God, 
“My times are in thy hand” (Psa. 31:15). Indeed, we learn that God controls our very breath, “In 
whose hand is the soul of every living thing, and the breath of all mankind” (Job 12:10). The only thing that 
keeps us from eternity is not or wealth or knowledge but the sovereign will of God. The world 
seeks to avoid this truth and emphasizes that we are in control of our destiny. But this is just a 
self-imposed blindness that filters out reality.  
 

And Sarah was an hundred and seven and twenty  y ears  o ld :  thes e  we re  the  y ears  o f  the  l i f e  o f  Sarah.  And 

Sarah d i ed  in  Kir ja tharba ;  the  same i s  Hebron in  the  land o f  Canaan:  and Abraham came to  mourn for  

Sarah,  and to  weep for  her .  (v1-2)  

 

The stark words “And Sarah died” remind us of the great truth that death is a common fact to us 
all. Sarah had lived for 127 years (she is the only woman in the Bible whose age at death is stated) 
and her son was only 37 years old, but that did not give her immunity from this obstacle. She did 
not live to see her son married or her grandchildren’s birth. Even believers have to cross this 
ultimate test of our faith. The world has many distractions to keep our mind of the unavoidable 
endpoint of all, but the rich and the poor, young and old, strong and weak all meet in the 
graveyard. Sooner or later we will all spend time in the tomb. Now, death is not some accident 
but a sovereign appointment set in God’s calendar, “It is appointed unto man once to die” (Hebrews 
9:27).  
 Abraham is now 137 years old. This loss of his beloved wife would have been a bitter 
blow to the old patriarch. His sense of loneliness must have been immense. Sarah had stayed by 
his side all the difficult years from when he left Ur of the Chaldeees. She had been his constant 
companion in all the struggles of life. We get a hint of his sense of loss when he states, “that I 
may bury my dead out of my sight” (v4). The Bible attests that Sarah had been a good wife. She is 
listed as one of the heroes of the faith in Hebrews 11 and is held up as an example for other 
wives to emulate,  
 



 

  3 

For after this manner in the old time the holy women also, who trusted in God, adorned 
themselves, being in subjection unto their own husbands: Even as Sara obeyed Abraham, 
calling him lord: whose daughters ye are, as long as ye do well, and are not afraid with 
any amazement. (1 Peter 3:5-6) 

 
Sarah was not perfect, but she had a godly faith that is commended by God. The loss of such a 
spiritual companion is a grievous burden to bear. What memories must have passed through the 
aged patriarch’s mind, as he thought on their long and fruitful life together. The apostle Paul 
describes his feelings at potential loss of a godly co-labourer, Epaphroditus “For indeed he was sick 
nigh unto death: but God had mercy on him; and not on him only, but on me also, lest I should have sorrow upon 
sorrow” (Philp. 2:27). 

Death carries with it sorrow for those left behind, “and Abraham came to mourn for Sarah, 
and to weep for her.” It is not wrong or unnatural to express that sorrow. We are not called to smile 
and claim that it doesn’t hurt. Abraham may have been a giant in the faith and the friend of God, 
but he still feels the pain of Sarah’s death. The Bible speaks of “a time to mourn” (Eccl. 3:4). When 
Jacob died Joseph and his brothers grieved for 40 days. King David composed a moving tribute 
at the deaths of Saul and Jonathan. The Lord Jesus even wept at the tomb of Lazarus (John 
11:35). It is true that for believers we do not sorrow “as others which have no hope” (1 Thess. 4:13b), 
but that does not mean that we do not sorrow. Indeed, Paul tells us to “weep with them that weep” 
(Rom. 12:15). Boice notes, “To weep for a loved one is to show that we have been close, that the 
loss is keenly felt, that death is an enemy, and that sin has brought this sad punishment upon the 
human race.” 

 
HOPE IN DEATH 
  
Death is a painful reminder of the consequences of our sin. One day the tears will be wiped away 
forever (cf. Rev. 21:4) and we will be resurrected in new bodies. But until then we must all pass 
through the “valley of the shadow of death.” The resurrection of Jesus Christ points us to one empty 
tomb that provides hope for us all. Almost 2,000 years ago one incident changed this world, “He 
rose again the third day according to the scriptures” (1 Cor. 15:4). The resurrection of Christ from the 
dead now means that we also will rise again.  

This resurrection of Christ was the firstfruits of a future resurrection for all who die in 
the Lord. Adam brought death to us all but Christ brings life, “But now is Christ risen from the dead, 
and become the firstfruits of them that slept. For since by man came death, by man came also the resurrection of 
the dead (1 Cor. 15:20-21). The grave of every Christian should have a sign over it saying: 
“temporary residence.”  

Remember death can never separate us from the love of God in Christ (Rom. 8:38-39). 
One day the grave will not be able to hold us and we will arise victorious over its powers because 
of the power of Christ. We will not just arise bodily but in perfect, sinless, glorified bodies that 
are immortal, “So when this corruptible shall have put on incorruption, and this mortal shall have put on 
immortality, then shall be brought to pass the saying that is written, Death is swallowed up in victory” (1 Cor. 
15:54).   

We today are in the land of the dying but when we cross out into eternity we enter the 
land of the living forever. Just a few days before his death, F. B. Meyer wrote to a close friend 
these wonderful words of faith: “I have just heard, to my great surprise, that I have but a few 
days to live. It may be that before this reaches you, I shall have entered the palace. Don’t trouble 
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to write. We shall meet in the morning.” The fact of the resurrection of our beloved Saviour has 
taken the sting out of death for every believer. The Psalmist describes how He comforts us as we 
“walk through the valley of the shadow of death” (Psa 23:4). Death does not exhaust the promises of 
God. 
 
And Abraham s tood up f rom be fore  h i s  dead ,  and spake unto  the  sons  o f  Heth ,  say ing ,  I  am a s t ranger  and a 

so journer  wi th  you :  g iv e  me a  posse s s ion o f  a  bury ingp lace  wi th  you ,  that  I  may bury  my dead out  o f  my s i gh t .  

(v3-4)  

 
Mourning cannot go on forever. Sarah’s race is over. She is in the eternal rest and will not return. 
There must come a time when those left behind face the reality of the parting and fulfill their 
responsibilities to the living and the dead. Despite having spent 62 years in Canaan, Abraham 
still has no fixed abode or land that is legally his. Others may have mocked his simple faith but 
that did not shake him, “By faith he sojourned in the land of promise, as in a strange country, dwelling in 
tabernacles with Isaac and Jacob, the heirs with him of the same promise” (Heb. 11:9). There was, doubtless, 
a temptation for Abraham to take Sarah’s remains back to where his relatives lived in Haran or 
Ur. But he doesn’t do so. Canaan is where God called him and his family. So with his eye on 
God’s promise to one day give his descendants this land, Abraham seeks a burial place there for 
his wife. He did not buy this land for mere convenience. Jeremiah expressed a similar faith in 
God’s promises when he purchased the field of Anathoth (cf. Jer. 32:6).  

Burial in the ground is the pattern for believers in Scripture. Cremation is never 
encouraged for believers. The body has inherent dignity and should be treated with value. 
Deffingbaugh points out, 

 
The body of a deceased saint is not to be venerated or treated as some kind of sacred 
object. The dead body is only the shell in which the soul has abided. The body must be 
laid aside, out of sight. Some would do well to consider this. On the other hand, the 
body is that which God has fashioned (Psalm 139:13-16), it has served as the “temple of 
the Holy Ghost” (1 Corinthians 6:15, 19-20); it will be raised again and be transformed 
incorruptible (1 Corinthians 15:35-49). Because of this the body should not be disposed 
of in such a way as to disregard the value it has been given by its Creator. 
 
Although he clings to God’s promise for the future, Abraham still has to face the reality 

of Sarah’s death and take care of the burial in a honourable way. This will cost him financially. 
Abraham’s words “my dead” indicate that he recognises that he has a responsibility to do this. He 
recognised that his future inheritance did not lessen his present obligations. It is not wrong to 
grieve over the passing of a loved one, but our grief must not make us irresponsible to the 
practical realities of dealing with the consequences. It is interesting to note that only a few verse 
deal with Abraham’s sorrow but the bulk of this chapter deals with making the practical 
preparations to bury Sarah’s body.  

There is also an element of faith in Abraham’s realism. He will carry out these issues 
personally, as this will be a testimony to the unsaved around him. The fact that Abraham refers 
to the corpse of Sarah as “my dead” rather than “Sarah” or “my wife” seems to show that he 
regards the real person of Sarah’s soul as having departed to another place. We know he lived in 
that reality as, “For he looked for a city which hath foundations, whose builder and maker is God” (Heb. 
11:10). So Abraham is publicly testifying of a future reunion, like David, who stated of his dead 
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son, “I shall go to him, but he shall not return to me” (2 Sam. 12:23). That is the same truth we all have 
to do for our departed loved ones who die in the Lord. We believe in faith that we will see them 
again but we still have the solemn duty to bury their remains in dignity. 
 

And the  ch i ldren o f  Heth answered  Abraham, say ing  unto  h im , Hear us ,  my lord :  thou ar t  a  mighty  pr ince  

among us :  in  the  cho i c e  o f  our  s epu l chres  bury  thy  dead ;  none  o f  us  sha l l  w i thho ld  f rom thee  h i s  s epu l chre ,  but  

that  thou mayes t  bury  thy  dead .  And Abraham s tood up ,  and bowed h imse l f  to  the  peop l e  o f  the  land,  even to  

the  ch i ldren o f  Heth .  And he  communed wi th  them, say ing ,  I f  i t  be  your  mind that  I  shou ld  bury  my dead out  

o f  my s i gh t ;  hear  me,  and in tr ea t  fo r  me to  Ephron the  son o f  Zohar ,  That  he  may g ive  me the  cave  o f  

Machpe lah ,  whi ch  he  hath ,  whi ch  i s  in  the  end o f  h i s  f i e ld ;  fo r  as  much money  as  i t  i s  wor th  he  sha l l  g iv e  i t  

me for  a  posse s s ion o f  a  bury ingp lace  amongs t  you .  (v5-9)  

 
This offer by the people of Heth seems an Eastern manner of inviting negotiations for the sale 
of property. Abraham is cognisant of this so he gives the proper response by identifying the 
piece of property and making clear that he will fully pay the value of it. He shows courtesy in 
how he conducts his affairs before these heathen people. The grieving patriarch is a model of 
dignity and honour. He lived the NT command for believers to “be courteous” (1 Peter 3:8). 
 

And Ephron dwe l t  among the  ch i ldren o f  Heth :  and Ephron the  Hit t i t e  answered  Abraham in the  audience  

o f  the  ch i ldren o f  Heth ,  even o f  a l l  that  went  in  a t  the  ga te  o f  h i s  c i t y ,  say ing ,  Nay,  my lord ,  hear  me:  the  

f i e ld  g iv e  I  thee ,  and the  cave  that  i s  ther e in ,  I  g iv e  i t  thee ;  in  the  pres ence  o f  the  sons  o f  my peop le  g iv e  I  i t  

thee :  bury  thy  dead .  And Abraham bowed down h imse l f  be fore  the  peop l e  o f  the  land.  And he  spake unto  

Ephron in  the  audience  o f  the  peop l e  o f  the  land,  say ing ,  But  i f  thou wi l t  g iv e  i t ,  I  pray  thee ,  hear  me :  I  wi l l  

g iv e  thee  money  for  the  f i e ld ;  take i t  o f  me ,  and I  wi l l  bury  my dead there .  And Ephron answered  Abraham, 

say ing  unto  h im, My lord ,  hearken unto  me:  the  land i s  wor th  four  hundred sheke l s  o f  s i l v e r ;  what  i s  that  

be twixt  me and thee?  bury  there for e  thy  dead .  And Abraham hearkened unto  Ephron;  and Abraham weighed 

to  Ephron the  s i l v er ,  whi ch  he  had named in  the  audience  o f  the  sons  o f  Heth ,  four  hundred sheke l s  o f  s i l v e r ,  

curren t  money  wi th  the  merchant .  (v10-16) 

 
Ephron the Hittite was listening to the conversation. He follows the prevailing custom by first 
offering the field. Abraham repeats his offer to fully remunerate him for the property, ‘But if thou 
wilt give it, I pray thee, hear me: I will give thee money for the field.”  Upon hearing this, Ephron makes his 
opening offer for the land, “the land is worth four hundred shekels of silver; what is that betwixt me and 
thee?” There seems to be some subtlety here as by naming the price of the “gift” it makes it 
almost impossible for Abraham to bargain over the price. Abraham in meekness does not haggle 
but accepts the offer. He does this openly so that the transaction is legally witnessed. Everything 
is done decently and in order.  
 
And the  f i e ld  o f  Ephron which  was in  Machpe lah ,  which  was be fore  Mamre ,  the  f i e ld ,  and the  cave  which  was 

there in ,  and a l l  the  t r e e s  that  were  in  the  f i e ld ,  that  were  in  a l l  the  borders  round about ,  were  made sure  

Unto Abraham for  a  posse s s ion in  the  pres ence  o f  the  ch i ldren o f  Heth ,  be fore  a l l  that  went  in  a t  the  ga te  o f  

h i s  c i t y .  And a f t e r  th i s ,  Abraham bur i ed  Sarah h is  wi f e  in  the  cave  o f  the  f i e ld  o f  Machpe lah be fore  Mamre :  

the  same i s  Hebron in  the  land o f  Canaan.  And the  f i e ld ,  and the  cave  that  i s  there in ,  were  made sure  unto  

Abraham for  a  posse s s ion o f  a  bury ingp lace  by  the  sons  o f  Heth .  (v17-20) 
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This story has significance to those that Moses wrote it for. The children of Israel are about to 
enter the Promised Land after being freed from the slavery of Egypt. They are carrying the 
bones of Joseph. In these verses, Moses is drawing their attention to the fact that this land is the 
land of their forefathers.  

Not just Sarah, but also Abraham, Isaac, Rebekah, Leah, and Jacob were buried in that 
cave of Machpelah. They all died in faith. Abraham and his descendants were proclaiming their 
faith that they believed that God would give them this land as He had promised. This little piece 
of land was a pledge of the hope to come. They were also looking forward by faith to the 
Saviour who would be born in that land, whose resurrection would mean that they one day they 
would rise again in the final resurrection of believers. Ray Pritchard makes a good application, 
 

In many ways we stand exactly where Abraham stood 4000 years ago. The people of 
God still die one by one. I still do funerals every year for people I know and love. Like 
Abraham, we too have not received the fulfillment of everything God has promised for 
us. And the point of Genesis 23 is still true today. We die, but the promises of God live 
on after us. 

 
Abraham and Sarah are dead but their God still lives. He will keep His promises to us also. 
Death is the last enemy we must all face (cf. 1 Cor. 15:26). However, we thank God for the hope 
we have in Christ, “Blessed be the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ, which according to his abundant 
mercy hath begotten us again unto a lively hope by the resurrection of Jesus Christ from the dead” (1 Peter 1:3). 

 
When ends l i f e ’ s  t ransient  dream,  

When death’s  co ld sul l en s tream over me ro l l ;   
Bles t  Saviour ,  then in love ,  f ear and dis trust  remove ; 

 O bear me safe  above ,  a ransomed soul !  
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QUESTIONS FOR DISCUSSION 
 

1. Is it right for a Christian to grieve at the passing of a loved one? 

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________ 

 
2. What is the pain in the death of the passing of a loved one?  

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________ 

 
3. What is the hope we have in the death of a believer? 

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________ 
 
4. How have you been challenged by this passage? 

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________ 
 

 


