Genesis 22:20-25:11

Promises Passed On

In today's text, we see the passing of the torch from Abraham to Isaac.  We have walked with Abraham through these last chapters and seen his faithfulness and obedience to leave his homeland, to believe and trust the promises of God, to even sacrifice his own son on Mount Moriah.  Here, Moses gives us the final picture of Abraham and shows how God will continue to remain faithful to his promise to bless Abraham with land and more descendants than he could count.

Abraham deeply loved his wife Sarah (23:1-2).

As the account of Abraham's life draws to a close, we come to the death of his dear, beautiful wife Sarah.  One of the most winsome characteristics of the Scriptures is that God inspired them to be brutally and embarrassingly honest about the people described therein.  In this context, the picture we have so far of Abraham is that he may be a man of great faith, but he's an idiot when it comes to being a husband.  There are two recorded instances of Abraham hiding the fact that Sarah was his wife in order to save his life, but chapter 22 shows that Abraham told her to say that “at every place to which we come” (22:13).

On the one hand, it's comforting as an idiotic husband myself to see that Father Abraham was a fellow idiot.  On the other hand, it can be depressing and deflating; if Father Abraham messed up that bad, then what hope do I have?  Do I have a chance of loving my wife rightly at all?

That's why it's comforting and reassuring to come to Genesis 23.  Sarah lived 127 years and died at their home at Hebron in the Promised Land (the city that would eventually be given to Caleb as his inheritance after the conquest).  Abraham confessed the physical beauty of his wife in 12:11 (partly the reason he feared for his life), but the Scriptures also speak of the totality of her beauty.

1Likewise, wives, be subject to your own husbands, so that even if some do not obey the word, they may be won without a word by the conduct of their wives, 2when they see your respectful and pure conduct. 3Do not let your adorning be external—the braiding of hair and the putting on of gold jewelry, or the clothing you wear— 4but let your adorning be the hidden person of the heart with the imperishable beauty of a gentle and quiet spirit, which in God’s sight is very precious. 5For this is how the holy women who hoped in God used to adorn themselves, by submitting to their own husbands, 6as Sarah obeyed Abraham, calling him lord. And you are her children, if you do good and do not fear anything that is frightening. 7Likewise, husbands, live with your wives in an understanding way, showing honor to the woman as the weaker vessel, since they are heirs with you of the grace of life, so that your prayers may not be hindered.  1 Peter 3:1-7 (ESV)

If, as Paul teaches us in Ephesians, the wife is a picture of the Church's response to her Savior and Lord, then Sarah was a model for how wives submit to, respect, and obey their husbands.  Sarah was an exemplar of being adorned “with the imperishable beauty of a gentle and quiet spirit, which in God's sight is very precious” (1 Peter 3:4).

It's interesting (and rather revealing) to contrast God's perspectives of feminine beauty.  Consider, for example, 1 Peter 3:4 with Proverbs 11:22: “Like a gold ring in a pig's snout is a beautiful woman without discretion.”

To the older women here, I exhort you: model this kind of beauty to the younger women in our church.  Show them what it looks like to adorn themselves with gospel submission and obedience, rather than putting gold rings in pigs' snouts.  Let them see the true, radiant beauty of a Sarah-like wife.  I praise God that you already do this, and do it well.  Keep teaching, encouraging, exhorting, and rebuking.

To the younger women here, I exhort you: strive to be totally and fully beautiful to your husband.  Do not pursue physical beauty at the expense of real beauty; rather, seek to honor your husband in both, with a decided emphasis upon the latter.  Resolve to submit to your husband at the expense of makeup, “braiding of hair and the putting on of gold jewelry, or the clothing you wear”; not the other way around.  Let the holiness of your life combine with your appearance to make the ultimate attraction for your husbands.

To us husbands here, I exhort us in two ways: (1) take heart in the midst of your failures and shortcomings as a husband.  Abraham's idiocy is on display for all to see in the Scriptures, yet the lasting image we have of him as a husband is one weeping in agony over his wife's dead body.  She was his dearly loved wife, and her death, even after decades of marriage, was a cutting blow to him.

Husbands, we must do the joyful labor of living with our wives in an understanding way, honoring them as the weaker vessel.  We must make sure that our wives are cherished, honored, loved, protected, and encouraged in the Lord.  Encourage each other to do this; encourage me to do this.  Know that you won't love your wife perfectly, but you can and should love her well and grow to love her even better.

(2) Encourage and foster the pursuit of real beauty in our wives.  If the only thing we recognize and compliment our wives on is their outward appearance, then they will naturally gravitate and fixate upon outward appearances.  Let us train ourselves to recognize, be grateful for, and encourage our wives when they demonstrate their faith by their works and when they are respectful and when they are submissive.  Let your wives know that holiness is as much of an attraction and turn-on as “something a little more comfortable.”

Abraham again demonstrates his faith by his works (23:3-20).

After mourning Sarah's death, Abraham then sets out to buy property in Canaan so he could bury his dear wife.  He goes to the Hittites and begins negotiating the land purchase with them.

Abraham admits to them that he is a “sojourner and a foreigner,” so he asks for property to buy.  We see in the Hittites' response how God had prospered Abraham beyond children and wealth; God gave Abraham favor with the Hittites, who offered to give him his choice of the finest of their tombs.

Abraham respectfully informs them that he wants to buy Ephron's field and tomb in Machpelah, east of the city to later be known as Hebron.  Ephron offers to give the property as a gift, but Abraham insists on paying full price.  They agree to the price, and Abraham weighs out the silver in the presence of all the Hittite leaders.

The reason that this is significant is because this is the initial fulfillment of God's promise to give the land of Canaan to Abraham and his descendants.  Abraham and Sarah lived in Canaan as “sojourner[s]” and “foreigner[s],” but with the purchase of Ephron's field east of Hebron, Abraham now rightfully and legally owns a plot of land in Canaan.  Had he accepted Ephron's offer of the property as a gift, then Ephron would have grounds to either try to rescind his gift or boast that he had prospered Abraham.  Abraham's legal and publicly witnessed purchase of the land removed all grounds for later dispute over the legitimacy of his ownership of the property.

What does this text mean for us?  Should we all go out and haggle with somebody who's selling property?  How do we obey this text?

17So also faith by itself, if it does not have works, is dead. 18But someone will say, “You have faith and I have works.” Show me your faith apart from your works, and I will show you my faith by my works. James 2:17-18 (ESV)

Abraham once again proves that he believes God's promises and acts accordingly.  He knows that all the Hittites' land, not just the field in Machpelah, will be his inheritance to his children's children, but he acts in faith by legally purchasing Ephron's field and tomb.

Abraham is not acting to gain God's favor; Abraham has been a believer for a long time.  Abraham shows that his faith is real and alive by his works; he doesn't create faith or gain God's favor by his works.

Paul teaches us that we walk by faith, not by sight (2 Corinthians 5:7).  James teaches that faith without works is dead and useless.  So, this text gives us a picture of what it is like to walk by living faith, not sight or dead faith.  Notice that Paul says in that text that we walk by faith.  Walking is a common metaphor for living our lives in Paul's writing; Paul tells us to go about our lives, acting in faith.


Do you believe that God desires your lost family member or friend to repent and come to the knowledge of the truth?  Then 
speak the gospel to them, invite them to church, and pray for them.


Do you believe that God will provide all you and your family's needs?  Then pray for your daily bread and don't worry or be 
anxious.


Do you believe that God is more lovely and more worthy and more to be treasured than the sin that keeps tripping you up?  
Then kill that sin by the power of the Spirit, knowing that God works in you to give you the desire and ability to obey him 
and that he is conforming you to the image of his Son.

God sovereignly orchestrates events and circumstances to keep his promises (22:20-24; 24:1-67).

“Now after these things” refers to the Moriah sacrifice episode, and there seems to be a clear connection between the reaffirmation of the promise in 22:17-18 and the prosperity and fertility of Nahor's family.

There's an emphasis on the fact that Milcah also has borne children to Nahor.  Not only was Sarah blessed with children beyond the age of childbearing, but also Abraham's brother's family was blessed with children.  The nations to be blessed through Abraham's seed are being built here.

The stage is also being set for the continuation of the Line of Promise.  Nahor and Milcah have among their sons Bethuel, Rebekah's father and Isaac's future father-in-law.  At this point in the text, we don't know what the significance of Bethuel or Rebekah; we are more formally introduced to them in chapter 24.

Abraham, knowing he's nearing the end of his life, begins to set his affairs and estate in order.  The primary matter to attend to is the passing on of the promises of God to his son, Isaac; Isaac needed a wife in order to be fruitful and continue to fulfill God's faithfulness to the promise of many nations.

Abraham solemnly charges his chief of staff (essentially) to find Isaac a wife.  Abraham is very clear and forceful that the servant is to go away from Canaan, where they currently lived, to Abraham's kindred.  The servant is freed from his obligation if Isaac's fiancée refuses to return with him to Canaan; he is to take Isaac back to their native land under no circumstances.

Here, once again, we see Abraham's fierce devotion and loyalty to God's promises.  Abraham is basically saying, “Servant, God himself promised me and my descendants this land.  My son will live here because God promised.  If you don't find an eligible woman to be Isaac's wife in our country, then we will wait for the Lord to provide, just as he provided out of nowhere on Mount Moriah.  You just go and see how the Lord works.”

The servant obediently swears in agreement to Abraham's instructions and sets out with ten camels' worth of wealth to Mesopotamia, where Abraham's brother Nahor lived.  He arrived by the town's well, and prayed for wisdom from God to know how to find Isaac's bride.  The servant knew that success was a sign of God's covenant faithfulness (which is what the word translated “steadfast love,” ḥesed, means).

Before he even finishes praying, Rebekah, Nahor's granddaughter and Bethuel's daughter (whom we met in chapter 22), came out to get water.  Rebekah was a beautiful, marriageable young woman, so the servant springs into action.  He asks for water, and Rebekah gives him and his camels water (no small or inexpensive task), just as he prayed.

The text says that he waited in silence to see if his prayers had been answered.  He asks her who she is and who her father is, and he immediately rejoices and thanks God aloud when he learns she is from Nahor's family.  The two return to her house and recount what just happened.  Laban and Bethuel recognize and defer to the Lord's hand in bringing all this about; “The thing has come from the LORD; we cannot speak to you bad or good” (24:50).

The servant gives Nahor's family gifts from the wealth he brought with him, and asks to return with Rebekah to Abraham the next day.  Rebekah agrees, and Rebekah is blessed as she leaves with a blessing that echoes the promise to Abraham: “Our sister, may you become thousands of ten thousands, and may your offspring possess the gate of those who hate him!” (24:60).

The servant brings Rebekah to Isaac, who took her, loved her, married her, and was comforted by her after his mother's death.

We see in this text another example of the sovereignty of God over all our lives, even the smallest details.  It was God who caused Rebekah to go for water “before [the servant] finished speaking in [his] heart” (24:45).  It was God who answered prayers.  It was God who kept the servant and Rebekah safe in their travels.

We also see in this chapter an example of how to live and make decisions in light of the truth that God is indeed sovereign over all things.  The servant prays for wisdom and guidance to recognize his sovereign hand at work.  The servant trusts in God's faithfulness to his promises, just as Abraham does, and he prays accordingly.  He asks in faith for the good of God's glory and God's people, and God answers him before he even finishes praying.

We must not take away from Abraham's servant's prayer that he was giving God hoops through which God must jump before he would be believed and obeyed.  We never, never negotiate our faith and obedience with God.  Never.  This was not the servant's heart nor intention.  He entrusted himself to Abraham's God who had always been faithful.

It is right and good to pray about decisions you need to make.  Whom should I marry?  When?  What school should I go to?  What job should I take?  Should I buy this house or rent that apartment?  How many children should we have?  When?

We should, however, make sure that we avoid longing for Abraham's time and the servant's circumstances.  Just as Chad has said many times, we should never wish we had it like Abraham or Moses; we have so much more than they did, and they longed and dreamed of the day when what we have would be available to God's people.

If you need wisdom, God has graciously given us his Word and his Spirit to guide us.  We have to trust him to care for the minute details of our lives, just as he cared for the minute details of sending a beautiful virgin girl to gather water at that exact time on that exact day.  Seek the Lord's wisdom, trust the Lord's sovereignty, and obey the Lord's word.  This is the connection between prayer, faith, and obedience.

Notice also that the servant immediately recognized and praised God openly when his prayers were answered.  He prayed “in his heart” (24:45) and waited “in silence to learn whether the LORD had prospered his journey or not” (24:21), but his giving glory to God was open and aloud.  It sent Rebekah running home in excitement and curiosity.

Let us be bold in our prayers, trusting that God is indeed sovereign over all things and faithful to be good and give good to his people.  Let us seek the Lord's wisdom and obey the wisdom he has given us: his Word.  Let us be bold and vocal with our thanksgiving to God when he does answer our prayers.

The flesh amounts to nothing; that which is spiritual and by faith is everything (25:1-18).

After Sarah's death, Abraham married a woman named Keturah.  Keturah, who bore him even more sons.  God is here again building the nations which will be blessed by faithful Abraham.

Notice, however, that Abraham treats Keturah's sons differently than Isaac.  Isaac is given “all he [i.e., Abraham] had”; Keturah's sons are given gifts and sent to live in the east, away from Isaac.  Notice that Abraham treats them all kindly and graciously; he simply makes a clear distinction between the son of the Promise and the sons of the flesh.

Abraham, even late in his life, never lost sight of God's promise that “through Isaac shall your offspring be named.”  Just because Keturah's sons were physical descendants of Abraham did not require that they were automatically granted the spiritual blessings of Abraham and Isaac.

God is good and kind to all men (and by “all” I mean all); he gives to all life and breath and all things (Acts 17:25).  He sends rain and sunshine upon the just and the unjust (Matthew 5:45).  He delays the coming of his judgment precisely because he is demonstrating his unparalleled patience with mankind: he would rather that men have every opportunity to repent because he takes no pleasure in their death (2 Peter 3, Ezekiel 18).

But God shows a particular love over and beyond the love he shows to all men indiscriminately.  Isaac was named heir of the promise, the land, and the covenant; Zimran and Jokshan were not.  God still blessed them and multiplied them because of his promise to Abraham, as we see in Judges 6 (the people of the East referred to are the descendants of Keturah's sons, particularly Midian).  But we see that the heirs of Keturah's sons were not believers in Abraham's God, but rather were enemies and persecutors of Isaac's sons.

Even Isaac's descendants, the Jews, forgot Father Abraham's faith.  

34Jesus answered them, “Truly, truly, I say to you, everyone who commits sin is a slave to sin. 35The slave does not remain in the house forever; the son remains forever. 36So if the Son sets you free, you will be free indeed. 37I know that you are offspring of Abraham; yet you seek to kill me because my word finds no place in you. 38I speak of what I have seen with my Father, and you do what you have heard from your father.” 

39They answered him, “Abraham is our father.” Jesus said to them, “If you were Abraham’s children, you would be doing the works Abraham did, 40but now you seek to kill me, a man who has told you the truth that I heard from God. This is not what Abraham did. 41You are doing the works your father did.” They said to him, “We were not born of sexual immorality. We have one Father—even God.” 42Jesus said to them, “If God were your Father, you would love me, for I came from God and I am here. I came not of my own accord, but he sent me. 43Why do you not understand what I say? It is because you cannot bear to hear my word. 44You are of your father the devil, and your will is to do your father’s desires. He was a murderer from the beginning, and has nothing to do with the truth, because there is no truth in him. When he lies, he speaks out of his own character, for he is a liar and the father of lies. 45But because I tell the truth, you do not believe me. 46Which one of you convicts me of sin? If I tell the truth, why do you not believe me? 47Whoever is of God hears the words of God. The reason why you do not hear them is that you are not of God.” John 8:34-47 (ESV)

What about us?  None of us are Jews; we're not descendants of Abraham or Isaac.  What about us?

Paul addresses this in Romans 9 and Galatians 3.  There he writes, “6But it is not as though the word of God has failed. For not all who are descended from Israel belong to Israel, 7and not all are children of Abraham because they are his offspring, but 'Through Isaac shall your offspring be named.' 8This means that it is not the children of the flesh who are the children of God, but the children of the promise are counted as offspring” (Romans 9:6-8 (ESV)).

7Know then that it is those of faith who are the sons of Abraham. 8And the Scripture, foreseeing that God would justify the Gentiles by faith, preached the gospel beforehand to Abraham, saying, “In you shall all the nations be blessed.” 9So then, those who are of faith are blessed along with Abraham, the man of faith. Gal 3:7-9 (ESV)

If you believe in Jesus Christ, having repented of your sins, you are a son or daughter of Abraham because you believe the promises of God, just like Abraham.  God promises judgment upon every person who does not bow his or her knee to Christ, but God promises full and free forgiveness to every person who does.  If you repent and trust Jesus because you believe these (and all the other) promises, then you are Abraham's child through faith.  That's what Paul is getting at in Romans 9 and Galatians 3.

We don't have physical Jewish heritage to idolize, but we must guard against the lie that parents' faith covers their children, that husbands' faith covers their wives, that wives' faith covers their husbands, that siblings' faith covers one another, that church attendance is good enough, that claiming to be Baptist or Reformed or even Christian is enough.  Do you believe like Abraham?  Do you trust God's word?  Have you been born again, repenting of your sins and trusting in Jesus Christ?  If so, then you are fellow heirs with Abraham and Isaac of the promises of God.  If not, then you are not a son or daughter of Abraham.

Conclusion and Applications

“After the death of Abraham, God blessed Isaac his son” (25:11).  It is amazing and encouraging to see such profound truth encapsulated into such a small sentence.  If we were to simply look at this verse alone without having seen the preceding chapters, we would have no way of grasping the weight of what Moses wrote here.

Even though Abraham lived to a “good old age,” he still died.  Abraham was a man full of faith, but full of sin as well.  The Scriptures are, as we have seen, embarrassingly honest with the failures of the people of God.  Abraham was chosen by God to be the forefather and example of all those who believe.  Believe in what?  Believe in whom?  The promised, coming Offspring of Abraham.

Jesus Christ is the fulfillment of the promised Seed of the woman.  

He's the fulfillment of the ark carrying the people of God safely through the flood of God's fierce judgment.  

He's the Torch and Firepot making the covenant with Abraham, saying, “If I do not keep my promises, then let me be cut in two, just like these animals.”

Jesus Christ is the same yesterday, today, and forever.  He was faithful and perfectly obedient.  Jesus Christ is the perfect Husband, where Abraham was not.  Jesus Christ is the embodiment (literally) of the faithfulness of God.  If you wonder if God is still faithful and true today like he was for Abraham, look at Jesus Christ.  If you wonder if God cares for you in the small details of life like he did for Abraham and Isaac, look at Jesus Christ.  As Paul says, if God did not spare his own Son, but rather gave him up for us all, how will he not with him give us all things?

(1) 18As surely as God is faithful, our word to you has not been Yes and No. 19For the Son of God, Jesus Christ, whom we proclaimed among you, Silvanus and Timothy and I, was not Yes and No, but in him it is always Yes. 20For all the promises of God find their Yes in him. That is why it is through him that we utter our Amen to God for his glory. 21And it is God who establishes us with you in Christ, and has anointed us, 22and who has also put his seal on us and given us his Spirit in our hearts as a guarantee. 2 Cor 1:18-22 (ESV)

All the promises of God are Yes in Jesus Christ.  God establishes his people in Christ, and he gives us the seal and guarantee of the reliability and truth of his promises' fulfillment in sending the Holy Spirit.  He dwells in our hearts, interceding for us, teaching us, guiding us, convicting us, and maturing us into the image of Jesus Christ.

(2) Remember that the last picture we have of Abraham as a husband is not the one afraid for his life and not claiming his wife as his own, but rather the devoted husband who weeps and mourns over the death of his dearly beloved wife.

Husbands, love your wives as Christ loved the church and gave himself up for her (Ephesians 5:25).  Husbands, live with your wives in an understanding way, honoring them as the weaker vessel, knowing that they are fellow heirs with you of the grace of life, so that your prayers may not be hindered.

(3) Remember that true beauty stems from holiness, godliness, and gospel obedience.  Ladies, adorn yourselves with the “imperishable beauty of a gentle and quiet spirit,” submitting to your own husbands in the Lord.  Husbands, foster, encourage, and appreciate true beauty because it is imperishable.  Let her physical beauty and attractiveness be amplified by her holiness and obedience to God, not vice versa.

(4) Faith in God's promises always results in acting upon those promises.

Abraham bought the field in Machpelah because of God's promise of the land.  

Abraham sent his servant back to his people to get a wife for Isaac and did not allow him to let Isaac move away from Canaan because of God's promise of the land and God's promise of naming his descendants through Isaac.  

Abraham made Isaac his heir and not Ishmael or Keturah's sons because God had promised to name Abraham's descendants through Isaac.

Let us act upon God's promises because he is good and faithful and true. 

He has promised to never leave nor forsake us, so let us not live in fear.

He has promised that his word does not return void, but that faith comes by hearing the word of Christ, so let us speak the gospel.

He has promised that we are fully forgiven and cannot be taken from his hand, so let us not doubt his love for us nor question the security of our salvation.

(5) Pray for wisdom and blessing from God, trusting that he loves his children and desires their good for his glory.  Do not shrink back from God as though he does not want to hear from you, even in the little things.  At the same time, do not fail to act and obey when he answers your prayers.

(6) Let us not trust in the things of this world nor in the things of the flesh, but trust fully in God.  God's grace is not dependent upon man; if it was, it wouldn't be grace anymore.

Invitation to Communion

As we come to the table, we are celebrating the faithfulness of God.  God planned before the foundation of the world to save his people, he promised that he would do so, and in Christ, he has accomplished and secured what he said he would do.

You can obey today's text by taking this bread and juice in faith.  By taking this, you're saying that I believe in Jesus Christ and what he has done for me and for all God's people.  I eat and drink these in faith that he will return and take me and all his people to himself in perfect holiness.

If you are not a believer in the Lord Jesus, do not take this with us.  You must be born again.  You are dead in your trespasses and sins, and the wrath of God stands against you.  You are facing judgment in hell forever.  Repent of your sins and trust Jesus Christ to save you from God's wrath.

If you are a believer, then take this and rejoice that God keeps his promises and enables us by the Spirit to love and obey him.

