
Story Number 20

LAND AT HEBRON

Abraham was seventy-five when he left his family in Harran and

went to Canaan. In those days there was no post or radio, there were no

telephones, and he lost all contact with his family for many years. One

day he heard news of them, probably from a traveller who had visited

Harran and knew them well. He learned that in the meantime his sister-in-

law Milcah had given his brother Nahor eight sons, one of whom, Bethuel,

had a daughter Rebekah who comes into our story later on. (Bethuel later

had a son, Laban, who comes into our story, but was evidently not born

yet when Abraham heard this news, or it would have been mentioned.

Nahor incidentally also had four more sons from another woman.)

There is no mention of Abraham’s father, Terah, who had probably

died. Terah was seventy when Abraham was born and two hundred and

five when he died, so Abraham was a hundred and thirty-five when his

father died, sixty years after leaving Harran.

Nobody lives forever. Two years after Terah died, Abraham’s wife

Sarah died at the age of a hundred and twenty-seven, at Hebron.

Abraham cried bitterly when she died, but he had to stop and face a

practical problem – where to bury her. In those days people were often

buried in caves, and a cave might be owned by a family for use as a

family sepulchre. Abraham wanted a cave like that for use in future for

his family, starting with Sarah and in which he too might be buried, but

he did not own any land in the country. However, he saw a cave like that

which seemed very suitable, in Hebron, which he wished to buy in public,

so that his claim on it and that of his descendants could not be questioned.

The cave was in a field belonging to a man named Ephron.
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Every walled town – and towns in Canaan were nearly always walled

– had one gateway in the wall, and outside it was a large square where all

business was done, where the judges sat, and which everyone passed

through when going into or out of the town.

Abraham went to the square at Hebron at a busy time, when ‘everyone’

was there, and publicly and loudly approached the town elders, explaining

that although he was a foreigner and not a native he wanted a place to

bury his dead. Although Abraham’s friends Anor, Eshkol and Mamre were

Amorites, the townsfolk, and especially the elders, were Hittites.

‘No problem’ they replied. ‘You are a highly respected chief here

among us. Any one of us will happily allow you to bury your dead in his

sepulchre, just choose the one you want and nobody will refuse you.’

‘Thank you very much’ said Abraham, ‘but I really want to buy my

own. Could you perhaps ask Ephron son of Zohar if he will sell me the

cave at the edge of his Machpelah field 1, at full price.’

Ephron was sitting there at the time, and answered loudly for everyone

to hear, ‘No, please, take the cave and the field as a present, in front of

all my people I am giving it to you, and bury your dead.’

Abraham replied, for all to hear, ‘Please, I wish to pay for the field,

accept the money and I will bury my dead.’

‘Listen, please’ said Ephron. ‘what is a piece of land worth four

hundred shekels [in those days a lot of money] between you and me? Bury

your dead.’

Abraham listened to Ephron and in front of everybody he paid him four

hundred shekels in good money, silver that any tradesman would accept.

In return, the Machpelah field, the cave and all the trees in the field2

became Abraham’s permanent possession, and he buried Sarah in the cave.

1. The name Machpelah refers to the land, the field or (more likely) the land of
which it was part, and not, as popularly supposed, to the cave itself (see vs. 17).

2. The inclusion of the trees was a technicality in connection with Hittite law.
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