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Genesis 23-24 
July 11, 2021 

 
1) Genesis 23:1-20 – The Death and Burial of Sarah 

 
a) An overview: Sarah dies at the age of 127. After a lengthy bargain, a grave 

is chosen near the sanctuary of Mamre. The selection of the gravesite is 
important because the 1st 3 generations of Abraham’s family will be buried 
there: Abraham and Sarah, Isaac and Rebekah, and Jacob and Leah. The 
mosque and synagogue that currently mark the site is one of the most 
impressive shrines in the holy land; it dates from A.D. 1115 and is known as 
Haram el –Kalil at Hebron. The passage is self-explanatory and needs little 
commentary. Unlike other interpreters who said the same thing, I will, in 
fact, provide little commentary. 
 

b) Early in their story Abraham and his wife were connected with this area 
when they pitched their tent near the Oaks of Mamre in Genesis 13. 
Remembering their long-time ties to this location, Abraham sought a burial 
place for Sarah. Verse 7 mentions the Hittites as the ones in control of this 
region. That is problematic since the Hittite Empire was destroyed in 1200 
BC and they never reached this area of modern-day Syria. The writers must 
be using the term Hittite to refer to the Canaanite dwellers in this area.  
 

c) The bargaining begins in verse 4 and concludes in verse 16. Abraham states 
his intention for a burial site. The Hittites respond by recognizing that 
Abraham is “a mighty prince” and offer him “the choicest of our burial 
places.” Abraham says in verse 9 he has a particular cave in mind belonging 
to Machpelah and he is ready to pay the full cost. The Hittites respond that 
they will give Abraham the property, but Abraham insisted on paying the 
full price. So, Ephron the Hittite asked for 400 shekels of silver, about $600. 
Abraham pays immediately. Thus, we have been given this story to explain 
how the tomb for all the patriarchs and their wives came to be in Hebron. 
 

2) Genesis 24 – Beginning of the Isaac Stories 
 
a) Introduction to the chapter – Compared to the 12 chapters devoted to 

Abraham, the 13 focused on Joseph, and the 7 describing Jacob’s family, the 
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4 chapters concerning Isaac seem to be skimpy. That is particularly true 
since Rebecca is the key character in most of the Isaac saga. In Chapter 24 
we see the transition from Abraham to Isaac when the aging patriarch sends 
a servant to find a wife for his son. This is the longest chapter in the book of 
Genesis. There is no word of God spoken in this passage, but the unfolding 
of God’s providential guidance is obvious. 
 

b) Genesis 24:1-9 – Abraham Speaks to His Servant 
 
i) According to the Genesis chronology Isaac would be 40 years old, and 

certainly it’s time to arrange a marriage. Abraham’s concern is to find a 
daughter-in-law, not from among the Canaanites, but among his kindred 
from the land of his birth. So, the servant goes seeking among the cousins 
of Abraham still living in the region of Mesopotamia. In verse 7 
Abraham refers to the promise made long ago by God, “To your 
offspring I will give this land.” Evidently Abraham feels it would fortify 
that promise if both Isaac and his wife come from the same family tree. 
 

ii) In both verse 2 and verse 9 references made to an oath sworn by 
Abraham’s servant while placing his hand under Abraham’s thigh. That 
means exactly what the reader’s mind assumes: we are talking here of 
making a pledge while holding the genitals of Abraham. We can all be 
grateful that this biblical method of taking an oath never become a sacred 
custom. This occurs only one other time in Scripture when Jacob has his 
sons seal a promise made to him as he is dying. Abraham’s servant will 
fulfill his pledge only when he returns with a bride or if the relative he 
selects refuses to come to the land of Canaan. 

 
c) Genesis 24:10-27 – The Rebecca Story Begins 

 
i) Genesis 11:27 provides a genealogical guideline: Terah was the father of 

Abram, Nahor, and Haran. Following the death of Haran, Terah moved 
over 600 miles northwest from Ur with Abram and Haran’s son, Lot. 
Abraham’s servant has wisely journeyed back to the land of Nahor in 
hopes of finding a female descendant who is willing to marry Isaac. We 
do know from Genesis 22:3 that Abraham’s brother, Nahor had a 
granddaughter named Rebecca. 
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ii) Abraham’s servant took with him 10 camels and a wealth of gifts to the 
city of Aram-naharaim, probably a reference to the city of Haran, in what 
is today the nation of Syria. There are 2 other biblical references to this 
place as well as other Near Eastern texts referring to the city in the region 
of the Great Bend of the Euphrates River. The reference to the camels in 
verse 10 may be anachronistic since the earliest mention we have a 
domesticated camels in Near Eastern literature is 1069 BC, after this 
event would have occurred. 
 

iii) In a prayer to Abraham’s God, the servant proposes a test to determine 
who will be the one to marry Isaac. Whichever girl comes to the well and 
shows the courtesy of giving water to the servant and his camels, that will 
be the one ordained by God for this blessed marriage. Verse 15 tells us 
that the servant had not even finished his prayer when Rebecca appears. 
Interestingly, she is described by identifying her grandmother, Milcah, 
the wife of Nahor. This would make her Isaac’s 1st cousin once removed. 
Verses 18 and 19 demonstrate that Rebecca passed the proposed test 
precisely by offering water for the servant and his camels. The servant 
seemed almost stunned at how quickly and thoroughly his search had 
focused on Rebecca as he “gazed at her in silence.” 

 
iv) As if further confirmation is needed, Rebecca is described in verse 16 as 

“very fair to look upon, a virgin, whom no man had known.” The Hebrew 
word for virgin refers to any marriageable young woman, though the 
writer goes on to emphasize her chastity. Rebecca is beautiful, innocent, 
and her actions met all the stipulations of Abraham’s servant. Overjoyed 
with his success the servant begins to present marvelous gifts to Rebecca: 
a golden nose ring and 2 golden bracelets, the value of which would 
exceed $1250 in today’s currency. That is a sizable amount in any 
traditional culture for the bride-price or labola as it was called in the 
Shona culture of Zimbabwe. (I remember one father bragging that his 
daughter would bring him at least 3 cows.) 

 
v) Rebecca responds by identifying her father and grandmother and then 

adds that the servant and his camels are welcomed to stay overnight at 
their home. The servant now concludes this portion of the chapter by 
offering a prayer of thanksgiving beginning with the words, “Blessed be 
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the Lord, the God of my master Abraham, who has not forsaken his 
steadfast love and his faithfulness toward my master.” Though God has 
not spoken a word in these verses, the prayer concludes with a 
recognition that “the Lord has led me on the way.” Clearly, the story is 
told to emphasize the continuing providential care for Abraham’s family. 

 
vi) Genesis 24:28-49 – Rebecca Shares the News 
 

(1) Rebecca runs home to tell her family what happened. They were 
certainly receptive to the possibility of Rebecca’s marriage. After 
hearing Rebecca’s account and seeing the lavish gifts, Rebecca’s 
brother, Laban, runs out to meet Abraham’s servant. The excitement 
of the story is emphasized when each of the characters is running. 
Laban invites the servant and the camels to come and stay at the 
family’s home. A meal is provided but the servant refuses to eat until 
he can fully explain the purpose of his trip. 
 

(2) The servant begins his story by describing the great wealth of 
Abraham, which is now in the hands of his son Isaac. Next the servant 
tells the that he has taken an oath to find Isaac a wife among the 
kindred of Abraham. He states in verse 40, “You shall get a wife for 
my son from my kindred, from my father’s house.” Then he proceeds 
to tell them of the test he used to identify the appropriate bride. When 
Rebecca appears, she fulfills in every way the servant’s expectations. 
The details of the story are retraced to emphasize the divine guidance 
throughout this entire saga. The servant ends his story by asking for 
an immediate decision as stated in verse 49: “Now then, if you will 
deal loyally and truly with my master, tell me.” Tell me yes or no. 

 
vii) Genesis 24:50-61 – The Family Blesses the Marriage 

 
(1) Rebecca’s brother and father are immediately persuaded recognizing 

that the Lord has chosen a husband for Rebecca. (Let me state from 
personal experience, this is not always the response of the bride’s 
parents.) Her brother and father tell the servant in verse 51, “take her 
and go.” Upon hearing those words, the servant bowed all the way to 
the ground. Upon arising, he then presented more gifts of silver and 
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gold jewelry as well as garments for Rebecca, her mother, and her 
brother. The event certainly called for a celebration, and that is 
exactly what happened with food and drinks provided for the servant 
and all who are traveling with him. 
 

(2) The next morning the servant is ready to start his journey home, 
taking the new bride with him. However, Rebecca’s mother and 
brother plead that she be allowed to stay for another 10 days before 
leaving. The servant responded in verse 56, “Do not delay me, since 
the Lord has made my journey successful.” The next decision is so 
uncharacteristic of a patriarchal culture it’s amazing to see. Rebecca’s 
father and brother announce: “We will call the girl, and ask her… 
Will you go with this man?” The climax of this entire story comes in 
verse 57 when Rebecca responds to the question of whether she will 
go by saying, “I will.” As in future stories about Isaac, Rebecca plays 
a central role. 

 
(3) Without delay, the servant, Rebecca, and her nurse, Deborah begin 

their long journey to the home of Abraham and Isaac. But 1st, the 
family announces its blessing that Rebecca’s offspring will flourish 
and be dominant over their foes. It is as if both families represented in 
the Isaac-Rebecca marriage have bought into the promise made to 
Abraham to be the father of many who will rule in a new promised 
land. 
 

viii) Genesis 24:62-67 – Rebecca and Isaac Meet 
 
(1) Isaac is now living in the Negeb, perhaps in the Beer-Sheba region. 

While walking in the evening through his field he looks up and sees a 
caravan of camels. At the same time Rebecca asked of Abraham’s 
servant, “Who is the man over there?” He identifies the figure is Isaac, 
her future husband. She covers her face with a veil, which is not a sign 
of modesty but a clear sign in that culture of her betrothal. Isaac 
knows who it is. 
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(2)  Immediately, Isaac takes Rebecca to meet his mother who is soon to 
die. The story moves toward its conclusion with the storybook ending, 
“she became his wife, and he locked her.” 

 

 
 
Questions for Reflection: 

 

1.The gravesite for Abraham, Isaac, Jacob, and their wives is a magnificent 
monument. Have any of you ever seen this in your travels to the holy land? 
 
2.Have any of you had an engagement or marriage that approaches the story of 
Isaac and Rebekah? I am increasingly convinced with every passing day that 
Wendy was meant to be my wife. Especially in the last few years, she has made 
my life possible like no one else could do. I also recognize that is a rare claim in 
today’s world. What role does God play in our marriages? 
 
3.The mention of Hittites in chapter 23 and the camels in chapter 24 is questioned 
by many historians. Does that make any difference to you? Would you rather argue 
for the historical accuracy of the Genesis narrative which was written many years 
after these events occurred? 
 
4.Does Abraham’s plan to find a wife for Isaac makes sense to you? Does his 
servant’s journey to the area where Nahor lived, seem a sensible way to fulfill his 
task? Have you encountered persons of other cultures who practice some form of 
an arranged marriage? That was true for us in Zimbabwe but also the case for 
friends right here in Richmond. 
 
5.How do you evaluate the role of Rebecca and her family in this story? How 
would you have felt if you were Rebecca, and your family was bargaining for your 
future? 
 
 


