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“The Death of Sarah and the Unique Plot of Land”
Genesis 23:1-16

Endings are difficult.
Five or six years ago, the Bible college that Elaine and I went to closed because of financial
difficulties.  We grieved when we heard that.  We met there and have a lot of good
memories of that place.

There is another thing that we grieve.  The church that Elaine and I helped start in
Yokohama closed several years after we left.  For 13 years we planted the church, baptized
believers, called a pastor and trusted the Lord for this church.  But that church is no longer
there.  It makes us feel empty.  What did we do?  Was it all just a waste?  It is empty and
grievous.

There are also endings to people's lives.  My father finished his earthly life at 97, this past
August.  He is already buried, but our family will gather for a delayed memorial service at
the end of this month.  We will reflect on his life and I will speak about that at his memorial. 
My father was a writer.  He kept a diary and from that wrote about his own history.  I will
summarize that in what I share about the significance of his life.

An interesting this is that when I shared with my siblings what I was thinking of saying at the
memorial, my oldest brother said, "Joel, actually Dad was quite stubborn."  He had
experienced Dad differently than I had.  I thought of my dad as humble.  And so I am
humbling myself and re-writing my message.

Today's title is:  "The Death of Sarah and The Unique Plot of Land", but I have been caused
to think about endings.  Endings happen.  They are grievous.  And through endings come
new beginnings.  Let's think about this together.  We can't always see the new beginnings
clearly, so its difficult to speak about.

Sarah's life ended.  Verse 1:  "Sarah lived 127 years; these were the years of the life of
Sarah."  What was the significance of her life?  What comes to your mind when you think
about her life?  Maybe when she laughed at God.  "It's so funny that I at this age would get
pregnant and have a child."  She doubted God.

God's reply to Sarah's doubt was:  "Is anything too hard for God?"  It was a question. Isaac
was born a year later.

Now we are observing Advent and remembering the birth of Jesus.  Mary who birthed Jesus
had the same words spoken to her in Luke 1:37.  "There is nothing that is too difficult for
God."  This is not a question.  This is the answer.  Even though Mary had no relations with any
man, she would bear the Messiah.
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God is saying the same thing to us.  It is probably not about having a child, but what is it
that you are doubting God about?  How are you laughing at God, and saying, "There's no
way?" 

My friends, do we fear the things people say more than what God says?  Do we fear our
own hearts?  Do we fear and believe God when he says, "Nothing is impossible for me?"  If
we don't believe that, then we need to  repent and believe.  Are you believing what others
say and rumors and being shaken by that?  Are you letting your heart be troubled by that?

My friends, I'm not saying that we don't need to listen to the opinions of others, but we must
be broken before the Lord, humble ourselves and listen to his words and his promises and
fear and believe them.

The Pharisees and rulers of the law brought a woman caught in adultery to Jesus.  It was
good that they brought her to Jesus.  However, their intention was to stone her.  They said to
Jesus, "What do you say about this?"  Jesus wrote something in the dirt.  We don't know what
it was, but then he said, "Whoever of you is without sin, let him cast the first stone."

From the oldest, one by one, they left until the only one standing there with was Jesus.  He
was without sin.  He could have thrown the first stone.  He didn't.  He said to her, "Where are
they?  Has no one condemned you?"  She said, "Lord, no one."  Jesus said to her, "Neither
do I.  Go.  Sin no more."

My friends, this is the gospel.  Jesus does not condemn us even though we deserve it.  What
does this have to do with Sarah?  Sarah listened to her own voice and doubted God.  That
was not the voice of the gospel.  That voice condemn us.  That voice condemns others. 
People around us are not telling us the gospel, even in the church.  They are condemning
us.  Jesus doesn't do that.  Jesus tells us the gospel.  Because of Jesus, our sins will not bring
us into condemnation.  Let's believe the words of Jesus.

Sarah's life ended.  And so we can learn from her life.  "There is nothing to hard for God." 
Hebrews 11:11 says,

"By faith Sarah herself received power to conceive, even when
she was past the age, since she considered him faithful who had
promised."

Abraham mourned the loss of Sarah.  (23:2)  "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."
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Hebron is in the West Bank in Palestine, about 30 kilometers south of Jerusalem.  Abraham
went there and mourned for Sarah, he grieved and he cried.  The end of life is grievous. 
Abraham did not avoid the pain, the grief and the crying.  He had lost his life partner and
his sadness was great.  He grieved her death.

American Christian scholar and preacher, James Montgomery Boice said this:  "To weep for
a loved one is to show that we have been close, the loss is keenly felt, that death is an
enemy, that sin has brought this sad punishment."

Sin is our enemy.  Sin has brought this grievous punishment upon the human race.
Sarah's life ended.  It was a grievous ending.
And, our last point is that from endings come new beginnings.  But since that is often difficult
to see, I can't say this strongly.

Genesis 23:3,4
"And Abraham rose up from before his dead and said to the Hittites,

'I am a sojourner and foreigner among you; give me property among
you for a burying place, that I may bury my dead out of my sight.'"

"Sojourner" means more than just foreigner.  It means that this place is not my home.  Listen
to Hebrews 11:13-16. 

"These all died in faith, not having received the things promised, but having seen
them and greeted them from afar, and having acknowledged that they were
strangers and exiles on the earth.  For people who speak thus make it clear that
they are seeking a homeland.  If they had been thinking of that land from which
they had gone out, they would have had opportunity to return.  But as it is, they
desire a better country, that is, a heavenly one.  Therefore God is not ashamed to
be called their God, for he has prepared for them a city."

Our true home is heaven.  It is to be with God in the heavenly city.  We too, together with
Abraham, have this hope, and so we like him are sojourners.  Even though there are endings
and we mourn them, it is not the ultimate end.  We know that even though there are
endings here, we have a new beginning in our heavenly home, the city of God.
Let's read 23:5,6. 

"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.'"
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The Hittites were descendants of Noah's grandson Canaan.  It appears that Abraham had
a good reputation among them.  To them he was a "prince of God."  Through Sarah's
death, even they who appeared to be enemies were able to have a good, peaceful
relationship with him.  They didn't have to fight about it.  They were glad to give Abraham
this burial place for Sarah. 

Through this ending, a new peaceful relationship came to Abraham.  This can be true for us
too.  Endings are hard, but through them we gain the hope of the heavenly city, and also
we can have a new, peaceful relationship with people who we thought were against us.

The Hittites said they would give this land to Abraham, but Abraham wanted to officially
purchase it.  To summarize it, Abraham bought the cave of Machpelah, which Ephron, the
son of Zohar owned.  In verse 11, Ephron in the presence of the people, said 3 times to
Abraham, "I give it to you.  Bury your dead there" 

Abraham in the presence of everyone said in verse 13, "I will give you the price of the land. 
Accept it from me, that I may bury my dead there."  In the end, Abraham bought it for 400
shekels.  There are various opinion on how much that was, but maybe 5000 dollars.  That is
on the cheap side.  Anyway, Abraham officially bought the land with the cave on it and
buried Sarah there.  Eventually he himself would be buried there and also Isaac, Rebekah,
Ishmael, Jacob and Leah.

You may not remember but this is where Abraham built an altar to the Lord.  The blood of
an animal was shed for sin, giving a sacrifice to the Lord.  Through the sacrifice, Abraham
remembered again and believed God's promise to give him the land.  He remembered
and believed that God would increase his descendants like the sand on the seashore.  This
is the place.

Our altar is the cross of Jesus.  We go to where Jesus shed his blood, and through his death
and resurrection, we believe in a new hope of heaven.  Through his death and resurrection,
we believe in peace with God through forgiveness of sin.  And in the place of land, we
believe that we have received the promised Holy Spirit.  The Holy Spirit is a guarantee of our
inheritance in heaven.  Let's give thanks for our hope in heaven and our new peace with
God and each other, and the new Spirit within us.

"Therefore, if anyone is in Christ, he is a new creation. The old has passed away; behold, the
new has come." (II Cor. 5:17)


