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Text 
Some time later Abraham was told, "Milcah is also a mother; she has borne sons to your brother Nahor: 

21 

Uz the firstborn, Buz his brother, Kemuel (the father of Aram), 
22 

Kesed, Hazo, Pildash, Jidlaph and 

Bethuel." 
23 

Bethuel became the father of Rebekah. Milcah bore these eight sons to Abraham's brother 

Nahor. 
24 

His concubine, whose name was Reumah, also had sons: Tebah, Gaham, Tahash and Maacah. 

23:1 Sarah lived to be a hundred and twenty-seven years old. 
2 
She died at Kiriath Arba (that is, Hebron) in 

the land of Canaan, and Abraham went to mourn for Sarah and to weep over her. 
3 
Then Abraham rose 

from beside his dead wife and spoke to the Hittites. He said, 
4 
"I am an alien and a stranger among you. 

Sell me some property for a burial site here so I can bury my dead." 
5 
The Hittites replied to Abraham, 

6 

"Sir, listen to us. You are a mighty prince among us. Bury your dead in the choicest of our tombs. None of 

us will refuse you his tomb for burying your dead." 
7 
Then Abraham rose and bowed down before the 

people of the land, the Hittites. 
8 
He said to them, "If you are willing to let me bury my dead, then listen to 

me and intercede with Ephron son of Zohar on my behalf 
9 
so he will sell me the cave of Machpelah, which 

belongs to him and is at the end of his field. Ask him to sell it to me for the full price as a burial site among 

you." 
10 

Ephron the Hittite was sitting among his people and he replied to Abraham in the hearing of all the 

Hittites who had come to the gate of his city. 
11 

"No, my lord," he said. "Listen to me; I give you the field, 

and I give you the cave that is in it. I give it to you in the presence of my people. Bury your dead." 
12 

Again 

Abraham bowed down before the people of the land 
13 

and he said to Ephron in their hearing, "Listen to 

me, if you will. I will pay the price of the field. Accept it from me so I can bury my dead there." 
14 

Ephron 

answered Abraham, 
15 

"Listen to me, my lord; the land is worth four hundred shekels of silver, but what is 

that between me and you? Bury your dead." 
16 

Abraham agreed to Ephron's terms and weighed out for him 

the price he had named in the hearing of the Hittites: four hundred shekels of silver, according to the 

weight current among the merchants. 
17 

So Ephron's field in Machpelah near Mamre-- both the field and 

the cave in it, and all the trees within the borders of the field-- was deeded 
18 

to Abraham as his property in 

the presence of all the Hittites who had come to the gate of the city. 
19 

Afterward Abraham buried his wife 

Sarah in the cave in the field of Machpelah near Mamre (which is at Hebron) in the land of Canaan. 
20 

So 

the field and the cave in it were deeded to Abraham by the Hittites as a burial site. 

 

Introduction 
 Really what I want to talk about today is kind of a set-up for next week.  Next 

week we’ll be talking about finding a spouse and getting married and how more of you 

should be doing that.  This week I want to just set the stage for that by blowing your 

paradigm for how you think about the world.  Sound okay? 

 How many of you think beyond what you’re going to do this afternoon?  How 

many of you know what’s on your calendar for next weekend?  How about next summer?  

What are you doing now to prepare for five years down the road?  What are you a part of 



2 

now that will affect the way things are 150 years from now?  What’s the big picture of 

your life and how does that fit into the big picture of life? 

 I was reading a book recently.  The author wasn’t a Christian, but was asking, 

“Does your life have a purpose?  Are you contributing anything useful to this world, or 

just shuffling papers, banging on a keyboard, and coming home to a drunken existence on 

the weekends?”
1
  Is that your life?  Ever wonder if there was something more?  Or maybe 

for some of you we could change it to say, “Is you life just shuffling papers, banging on a 

keyboard, and coming home and going to church on the weekends.”  What’s the point?  

Is there a point? 

 I know we live in a weird time.  Modernity, according to some, is phasing out.  

And with it the modern notions that provided meaning to life are crumbling.  In the 

modern era there was a metanarrative – a big picture that people found themselves a part 

of.  The world was industrializing.  Standards of living and life spans were on the rise.  

Free market capitalism was spreading and large amounts of new wealth was being 

generated.  Scientific discoveries were expanding the limits of knowledge so fast that 

textbooks had to be rewritten every few years.  The goal, which was achievable for many 

(but not all), was to have a better life than your parents and position your children to have 

an even better one than yours (i.e. get more education, have a bigger house, see more of 

the world). 

 But after two World Wars and a Cold War (and now a war on terrorism) tempered 

people’s optimism and after material wealth started coming out people’s noses but they 

still weren’t happy, people in the West have started to question the prevailing modern 

metanarrative.  Post-modernism (that’s what it’s called) is characterized by one of its 

early leading philosophers, Jean-Francois Lyotard, as “incredulity toward all 

metanarratives.”
2
 

That is to say, people are suspicious of any big picture, be it modernism, 

Marxism, capitalism, science, whatever.  Maybe there is no overarching Story, but only 

smaller stories that particular communities choose to live within?  One person has 

summed it up this way – “A single story, providing coherence to personal identity, 

grounding for ethical action and passion for life in history, is displaced by a 

carnivalesque existence of fragmentation, numbness and boredom.”
3
 

 Are you bored?  Numb?  My guess is some of you are.  Some of you are here 

because you’re searching, but skeptical; desperate, but jaded.  I’m going to talk a little bit 

about the big picture the Bible puts forward and all I ask is that you try it on for a bit and 

see if it might not offer a hope that’s not an opiate. 

 Some of you aren’t particularly bored.  And you think this sermon is not for you.  

But I just want to ask you to seriously evaluate whether the big picture you’re living in is 

in fact the metanarrative of the Bible or if you may just be subscribing to a Christian-

coated American Dream or a middle-class moralistic modernism or baptized worldly 

ideology of another kind.  Are you really living in the big picture of Scripture or if you’re 

honest are you situated in an alternative metanarrative? 

 And here’s what we’re going to see today.  It’s just this: Christians live for 

something beyond their lives. 

 

Let’s pray… 
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The Introduction of Rebekah 
 Let’s look briefly at the passage for today.  We’ve been following a guy named 

Abraham in the story since chapter 12.  I don’t know about you, but I’ve grown quite 

fond of him.  But now his life is starting to wind down.  We’re coming to the end.  Last 

week we just saw the height of Abraham’s faith.  God tested him and we saw that 

Abraham cherished God even more than his one and only son and potentially his own 

place in God’s plan to redeem the world.  Wow!  What an amazing example. 

 Then at the end of ch. 22 we read about Abraham’s brother Nahor.  Sometimes 

when you’re young and doing your thing you can forget about your family, your roots.  

The whole world is before you; your whole life is ahead of you.  But after your youthful 

zeal runs down and you start to see the end and you start to care more about things like 

your extended family.  “Some time later” (22:20) Abraham gets an update on his brother 

back in Ur.  We haven’t heard anything about Nahor since the end of ch. 11. 

 Now we’re told about his kids.  He has 12 in all.  That’s going to be kind of a 

theme going through this book.  The main purpose this little snippet serves, though, is to 

introduce a woman named Rebekah.  We’re going to be introduced to her more properly 

next week.  She’s going to turn out to be the next matriarch in the story.  She’s going to 

take Sarah’s place.  But for now we’re just given a mention of her. 

 

The Departure of Sarah 

And in 23:1 we’re brought back to Sarah and the focus is on her, specifically her 

death.  “Sarah lived to be a hundred and twenty-seven years old.  She died at Kirath Arba 

(that is, Hebron) in the land of Canaan, and Abraham went to mourn for Sarah and to 

weep over her” (23:1-2).  And here we have the first recorded tears in the Bible. 

Listen: there’s death in this world.  There are things worth crying about.  There’s 

suffering.  The Bible doesn’t ignore those facts.  In fact, it explains why we cry at 

funerals – because this isn’t the way things are supposed to be!  Death is a result of sin 

and sin is a destroyer of this world.  The Bible is raw and honest about reality in the 

world we find ourselves in.  And Christians of all people recognize and agonize over that.  

The story we believe is the Story of the world is not a fairy tale.  There is real evil and 

suffering in life.  Christian hope is not saccharine optimism. 

Abraham went into the room where Sarah’s body lay and wept over his dead wife.  

Understand: they’ve been married over 100 years at this point.  It had been 62 years prior 

when they set out together for the land of Canaan in response to this crazy call of God.  

And what a ride it had been.  There had been fights (who can forget the two times she got 

taken into some other man’s house as his wife; and who can forget Hagar?).  But there 

had been tender moments (feeling the baby kick inside her after so many years of 

barrenness and heartache) and laughter (in fact, that what they named their son).  Sarah’s 

young, supple, super-model body became a distinguished, middle-aged knockout and 

then a post-menopausal mother and then a wrinkled, sun-aged woman whom Abraham 

would cuddle with and star gaze and wonder about God’s promises to them.  But now she 

was now dead, cold, and lifeless – a corpse. 

If you’re married, it’s good to think about the day you will bury your spouse.  It’s 

good because of what we talked about last week – God wants to be your absolute greatest 

joy.  Marriages don’t last forever.  Our relationship to God does.  What does that tell us?  

It tells us that marriage is a good gift from God – sex, security, stability, kids, 
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companionship, comfort… all those things.  But it’s there to heighten our worship of the 

Giver.  Marriage’s ultimate purpose is to help us get more of God and to glorify God. 

Marriage is a good thing.  We’re going to talk all about getting a mate next week.  

But marriage is designed as a means to more of God.  Married couples: ponder the day 

you will bury your spouse.  Is your marriage making you someone more and more in love 

with God?  If not, it’s become twisted and warped. 

 

The Plot of Land 

 So this story makes us stop and ponder the death of our loved ones and remember 

that God is to be our greatest joy.  I love the way Sarah Edwards responded when her 

husband Jonathan Edwards died – “He [that is God] has made me adore his goodness, 

that we had him so long.  But my God lives; and he has my heart.  O what a legacy my 

husband, and your father, has left us!  We are given to God; and there I am, and love to 

be.”
4
 

But there’s also another lesson to be learned here in the account of Sarah’s death.  

And this is the main lesson.  And it has to do with that word legacy.  Christians live for 

something beyond their lives.  A guy named Albert Winship wrote a book in 1900 

called Jukes-Edwards which tracked two contemporary men and their families over the 

span of 150 years.  One was a guy pseudonymously called “Max Jukes.”  The other was 

Jonathan Edwards.  The contrast was stark.  Let me just tell you a few stats about 

Edwards. 

Of the roughly 1400 descendants of Jonathan Edwards 150 years later there were: 

 

• 13 college presidents 

• 65 professors 

• 100 lawyers 

• 30 judges 

• 1 dean of a law school 

• 66 doctors 

• 80 elected officials (including 3 governors, 3 senators, several members of 

Congress, and 1 Vice President) 

• 60-some authors of prominence 

• and over 100 missionaries and pastors
5
 

 

Not bad!  And there’s no way to measure the impact he has had spiritually on many 

millions of people through the Great Awakening and through his writings drawing people 

to a grander vision of who God is.  And all from a guy who got up every morning and 

split the firewood and who sat in his study for long hours and who got kicked out of his 

church(!) and who eventually died an early death from a botched small pox inoculation.  

But he was living for something beyond his life.   

 Here Sarah dies.  What was Sarah’s life about?  Abraham is nearing his end.  

What did he accomplish?  What’s the point?  They saw themselves as playing their small 

part in the great plan of God’s redemption.  And in the rest of chapter 23 we’re given the 

details of Abraham’s purchase of a small plot of land in Hebron – the only plot of land 

Abraham would ever own in the land promised to him! 
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 Verse 4 – Abraham by his own admission is “an alien and a stranger among” the 

inhabitants of the land, the Hittites in this case.  He’s wealthy and respected – they call 

him a “mighty prince” in v. 5.  But his wife’s dead, he’s old, and now he’s just starting to 

get into the real estate market. 

 The exchange is an example of ancient near eastern niceties and good old 

fashioned ripping off.  First they want to give him some land.  Which would have meant 

that later heirs of that land (people of the original kinship group linked to that land) could 

be able to retrieve if they wanted to.  Abraham says, “No, I want to buy the plot 

belonging to Ephron. 

 Ephron’s like, “I give it to you; it’s yours.”  Abraham says, “No, I want to buy it.  

I’m not going to be charity.”  Ephron says, “Well, it is worth 400 shekels, but you know, 

it’s no big deal.”  Abraham says, “All right.  I’ll take it!”  There’s no counter offer.  And 

he counts it out, piece by piece in front of the other leaders of the city.  This was no deal.  

The price was exorbitant. 

 But Abraham wanted just a small piece of the land as a symbol that this was the 

place where God was going to do his work.  One person put it this way, “Abraham was so 

secure that his descendants would get the land that he wanted Sarah’s bones to be there 

when they got there!”
6
  Well, it turns out that Abraham’s bones would later be buried in 

this same cave at Machpelah, as would Isaac and Rebecca’s and Jacob and Leah’s. 

 Hebrews 11:13-16 says that “All these people were still living by faith when they 

died.  They did not receive the things promised; they only saw them and welcomed them 

from a distance.  And they admitted that they were aliens and strangers on earth.  People 

who say such things show that they are looking for a country of their own.  If they had 

been thinking of the country they had left, they would have had opportunity to return.  

Instead, they were longing for a better country – a heavenly one.  Therefore God is not 

ashamed to be called their God, for he has prepared a city for them.” 

 The point is: Abraham and Sarah were living for something bigger than their 

lives.  They were promised to be made into a great nation through which all the peoples 

of the earth would be blessed.  They were given a grand and elaborate promise, but at the 

end of their lives there’s only a tiny little part of it that they’ve seen unfold – one little 

parcel of land… and let’s not forget one special baby boy. 

 But as we read the story, Rebekah is enters as Sarah exits.  One life takes the 

baton from another.  And that’s how it goes in this relay of faith.  I was thinking this 

week about this and how Moses, the one writing this… his life is the same way.  He gave 

the last third of his life for his people – leading them out of Egypt, giving them the Law, 

preparing them to take possession of the Promised Land – but he himself only got to see 

it from a mountain across the Jordan.  He never got to go in before he died. 

 These men and women were living their lives in faith, looking for something 

beyond their lives.  The book of Hebrews tells us that Abraham deep down “was looking 

forward to the city with foundations, whose architect and builder is God” (Heb. 11:10).  

He knew there was something more to his life than just this life.  There was an 

overarching story.  He didn’t understand the full extent of God’s promise, but he knew 

God, had him as his greatest joy, and was filled with a hope that there was something 

more. 

 

The Big Picture 
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 Andrea and I are reading through The Big Picture Story Bible
7
 with Lucy.  It’s 

written by a pastor here in Chicago, down in Hyde Park.  It’s great!  Let me just use it to 

give you the Big Picture of the Bible in 2 minutes or less: 

 It starts with Creation: God’s people (Adam and Eve) in God’s place (the Garden 

of Eden) under God’s rule.  They rebel against God’s rule and are kicked out of God’s 

place.  Things are bad.  But God makes a promise to a man named Abraham to give him 

a place (the land of Canaan) and make him into a great people (nation of Israel) and 

Abraham obeys God and goes. 

 Over time the Israelites grow and God takes them out of Egypt through Moses 

and into Canaan through Joshua and they become a great nation under David, but there’s 

still rebellion.  And God punishes them by kicking them out of the land.  Later they come 

back, but it’s more of the same. 

 Finally, God comes in the person of Jesus to rescue his people and be their king 

by first dying to pay the penalty for their rebellion.  Then he rose again and went to 

heaven while those who believed in him and followed him (people like Peter and John 

and Paul) spread the news about him to the whole world – “You can be forgiven of your 

rebellion and be part of God’s people to live in God’s place forever.” 

 And how does the Bible end?  With the return of God’s forever king (Jesus) to 

bring back to life God’s forever people (all who put their hope in him in this life) to live 

in God’s forever place (the new heavens and new earth) under God’s forever rule. 

How’s that for a kid’s Bible? 

 

Our Hope 

But it’s not just a nice story for children.  It’s real.  Abraham and Sarah were real 

people rooted in history.  The nation of Israel was a real entity.  And a man named Jesus 

really lived, really died, and really came back to life.  We can go to Abraham and Sarah’s 

tomb today at the cave at Machpelah in Hebron.  But Jesus doesn’t have a tomb.  Well, 

he did, but it’s empty! 

Abraham and Sarah could hardly imagine what has happened 3,000 years after 

their deaths.  Through Isaac, a man eventually came who was more than a man – Jesus.  

He obtained for his people (the spiritual descendants of Abraham) the ultimate blessing – 

forgiveness of sins to make us fit to be in God’s place forever (the New Creation).  And 

today as we await his return to wrap things up there are people from almost every people 

on the planet worshipping Abraham’s God and finding him to be their greatest joy.  Will 

you worship him today?  Will you put your hope in him? 

It’s all coming together so nicely.  But it’s still not completely here.  Not 

everyone has heard the message of Jesus.  The world is still full of rebellion.  And 

chances are that you will live and die without seeing the full fruition of it in your life. 

 

Conclusion 

 But are you living in such a way that shows you believe there is something in 

store well beyond your life?  That Jesus’ kingdom is advancing and he’s called you into 

it?  Are you seeking to play your part in the overarching drama that God is producing?  

What will be your legacy? 

What story are you living in?  No story?  A bad story?  A short story?  Are you 

living in the Darwinist story, the American Dream story, the Carpe Diem story?  Or are 
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you living in the kingdom of God story – that this world is fallen and messed up due to 

our rebellion, but God is working to redeem it and establish an eternal city where he is 

mayor? 

Living in this story is both easier and harder.  It’s easier because it says that it’s 

not about short bursts of energy and flurries of activity.  We’re not looking for flashes in 

the pan.  God is working through us, over the long-haul.  So it’s easier. 

But it’s also harder because it calls for a lifetime of faithfulness.  It takes planning 

and forethought.  It involves big decisions about where you live, who you marry, how 

you invest your time.  You have to constantly ask and reevaluate – How is the overall 

trajectory of my life in line with and contributing to the advancement of the kingdom of 

God? 

There are at least two institutions that have outlasted all other movements, 

empires, economies, and philosophies and they are the family and the church.  We’re 

going to talk about the family next week.  And really they go hand in hand because the 

church is simply a family of families.  But let me just put a plug in for the church today.  

Lesslie Newbigin says: 

 

The Church is an entity which has outlasted many states, nations, and 

empires, and it will outlast those that exist today.  The Church is nothing 

other than that movement launched into the public life of the world by its 

sovereign Lord to continue that which he came to do until it is finished in 

his return in glory.  It has the promise that the gates of hell shall not 

prevail against it.  In spite of the crimes, blunders, compromises, and 

errors by which its story has been stained and is stained to this day, the 

Church is the great reality in comparison with which nations and empires 

and civilizations are passing phenomena.
8
 

 

Here’s what I want to say: don’t try to change the world single-handedly.  That’s 

a bit arrogant, don’t you think?  Throw yourself into the church – the countercultural 

community that is the proto-type of the new humanity which God will create at the end.  

Give your life to the church. 

We here at Immanuel have a bold vision that we believe is God’s vision, to be a 

church that’s more than a club, but part of a movement.  We’ve committed ourselves to 

pray our hardest and try our darndest to plant a new church every 5 years.  We planted 

here in the UIC Area in 2005 and immediately started talking about Vision 2010 – the 

vision to plant a church in 2010.  We’re still moving that direction.  Consider how God is 

calling you to be a part of Immanuel and our mission in this neighborhood and also our 

vision to spin off a new church in this city in 2 years. 

I was crunching the numbers this week and its really just simple exponential 

growth, but if we plant a church in 5 years and then every 5 years after that and all the 

daughter churches plant a church every 5 years what that means is that in 20 years there 

will be 32 new churches in Chicago.  I asked my wife who is a math professor to figure 

out how many we would have in 150 years, in 2155, long after all of us are dead.  Are 

you ready for this?  1,073,741,824! 

Now why do we want to do this?  Do we want fame?  No, we want Jesus’ fame to 

spread.  Do we want power; is it a crusade of some sort; do we want to take over the city?  
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No, we want to serve the city.  Really, what we want is this city to look more like the city 

of God that is coming one day – a city where 23 CPS students aren’t killed in one school 

year; a culture that is transformed to be more just, more equitable, a great place to live for 

everyone, more like that city of God that we will live in when Jesus comes back. 

Constantly planting new churches is the single most effective way to see a city 

transformed over time, to spread the kingdom of God like yeast through dough.  Do you 

want to be a part of something like that? 

The difference between Abraham and Sarah’s time and now is that Jesus could 

come back at any moment.  But we don’t know when.  So the question is – Will he find us 

faithful at our post when he comes? 

 

The Lord’s Table 

We’re all by nature enemies of the state, guilty of high treason against God and 

his throne and banished from his kingdom.  But God himself, in King Jesus, took our 

capital offense and paid the death penalty for it on the cross so that we could be 

welcomed into his kingdom forever and ever. 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

This sermon was addressed originally to the people at Immanuel Baptist Church, Chicago, Illinois, by 

Pastor Nathan Carter on Sunday morning, April 13, 2008.  It is not meant to be a polished essay, but was 

written to be delivered orally.  The vision of Immanuel Baptist Church is to transform sinners into a holy 

people who find eternal satisfaction in Christ. 
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