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The gospel lesson comes from The Gospel According to Luke, chapter 20, verses 27 through
40. Please stand as you are able for the Gospel. From Luke 20, beginning at verse 27, we read in
Jesus’ name.

2" There came to him some Sadducees, those who deny that there is a resurrection, 28 and
they asked him a question, saying, “Teacher, Moses wrote for us that if a man’s brother
dies, having a wife but no children, the man must take the widow and raise up offspring
for his brother. 2° Now there were seven brothers. The first took a wife, and died without
children. 39 And the second 3! and the third took her, and likewise all seven left no
children and died. 32 Afterward the woman also died. 32 In the resurrection, therefore,
whose wife will the woman be? For the seven had her as wife.”

34 And Jesus said to them, “The sons of this age marry and are given in marriage, ° but
those who are considered worthy to attain to that age and to the resurrection from the
dead neither marry nor are given in marriage, ¢ for they cannot die anymore, because
they are equal to angels and are sons of God, being sons of the resurrection. 3 But that
the dead are raised, even Moses showed, in the passage about the bush, where he calls the
Lord the God of Abraham and the God of Isaac and the God of Jacob. 3 Now he is not
God of the dead, but of the living, for all live to him.” 3 Then some of the scribes
answered, “Teacher, you have spoken well.” “C For they no longer dared to ask him any
question.

Blessed Lord, You have caused all Holy Scriptures to be written for our learning. Grant that
we may so hear them, read, mark, learn, and inwardly digest them that, by patience and comfort
of Your holy Word, we may embrace and ever hold fast the blessed hope of everlasting life;
through Jesus Christ, our Lord. Amen.

You may be seated.

Grace, mercy, and peace to you from God our Father and our Lord Jesus Christ.

Dear Aaron, Olive, and all the baptized saints of God,

You have been united with Jesus Christ in his death and resurrection. In Romans 6, the
apostle Paul says concerning this Baptism, “All of us who have been baptized into Christ Jesus
were baptized into his death” (Rom. 6:3). And, “If we have been united with him in a death like
his, we shall certainly be united with him in a resurrection like his” (Rom. 6:5). As you have
been baptized into Jesus Christ, may you continue to live in him, so that you will share in his
resurrection on the Day of his glorious appearance.

As we come to the end of the Church year, our attention turns toward the last things.
Counting today, there are three Sundays left in the church calendar before we turn over a new
year with the season of Advent. And the final weeks of the calendar always deal with the last
things, things like the end of the world, the resurrection of the dead, and eternal life.
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So over the next few Sundays, I want you to remember this phrase: “Our blessed hope.” The
discussion of the last things can be kind of scary. Do we want this world to come to an end? We
should say, “Yes.” But, in reality, it could make us anxious. This world is all we know. And you
may have worked hard to build a life in this world. It’s normal to not want to lose that. But the
blessed hope we are promised in the new creation will far surpass anything we build for
ourselves in this life, and it will not be corrupted by sin and death. For many, the glorious
appearance of Christ will be unexpected and unwelcome. But for us who are purchased by his
blood, it will be our redemption and blessed hope.

This phrase, “blessed hope,” comes from Paul’s letter to Titus. He says, “For the grace of
God has appeared, bringing salvation for all people, training us to renounce ungodliness and
worldly passions, and to live self-controlled, upright, and godly lives in the present age, waiting
for our blessed hope, the appearing of the glory of our great God and Savior Jesus Christ, who
gave himself for us to redeem us from all lawlessness and to purify for himself a people for his
own possession who are zealous for good works” (2:11-14). We should not fear the end of this
world, nor the judgment when Christ appears. We should look forward to it with hopefulness and
confidence, knowing that the blood of Jesus makes us ready for it.

In this gospel lesson, some Sadducees come to Jesus with a “gotcha” question. It takes place
during holy week, perhaps on Tuesday. On Sunday he rode into Jerusalem on a donkey. On
Friday he was crucified. On the days in between, Jesus taught in the temple. The leaders of the
Jews were looking for an opportunity to crucify Jesus. So they were asking him different
questions in order to trap him. This particular question came from the Sadducees.

In order to understand this, we should know something about them. The leaders of the Jews
were divided into two parties: the Pharisees and the Sadducees. Both parties get a bad rap in the
New Testament, but one party was clearly worse than the other. There were some things to
commend the Pharisees, and some of the Pharisees came to believe that Jesus is the Christ. At
the end of this passage, some of the scribes, who would have been Pharisees, commended Jesus’
answer. But there isn’t much good to say regarding the Sadducees. The Pharisees accepted the
entire Old Testament as the Word of God. They were looking for the Messiah to come, and some
of them recognized Jesus as that Messiah. They also believed in the resurrection of the dead. All
of this is good and true. The place where the Pharisees went wrong is that they saw the Law of
God as a test, by which individuals and the nation could earn the temporal and eternal blessings
of God. If we had to put Jesus and his apostles in one party or another, they would align much
more with the Pharisees. The big hurdle for them is simply understanding that God’s favor is a
gift through the Messiah, and not earned. They also seemed to be looking for a political Messiah
instead of one who would suffer and die in order to atone for sins.

The Sadducees are a different story. We don’t know nearly as much about their beliefs. Part
of the reason for that is that they didn’t really believe very much. They accepted only the first
five books of the Old Testament. And since much of the clearest teaching about the Messiah
comes from the prophets, it seems that the Sadducees may not have even believed in a Messiah,
much less that Jesus could be that Messiah. They also rejected the existence of angels, and, as we
read in this passage, the resurrection of the dead. And that probably does not mean that they
believed in a spiritual afterlife without the body. That’s more of a Greek idea. It seems that they
didn’t believe in any kind of afterlife. To oversimplify it, they were kind of like the theological
liberals of the day. They were more interested in politics than religion. They were cozier with the
Romans than the Pharisees were. They were the party of the wealthy, including the chief priests,
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though some of the regular priests would have aligned more with the Pharisees. The Sadducees
depended on the Romans for their positions of power. Therefore, they were wary of anyone’s
claim to be the Messiah. They feared that a Messiah would incite rebellion against Rome, which
Rome would then crush with brutal force, and they would lose their place of power. The
Sadducees were very much in love with this world, because they gave no thought of the world to
come.

The thing that aligned the Sadducees and many of the Pharisees was their opposition to Jesus.
So both parties were looking for an opportunity to arrest Jesus and put him to death. So this
passage is part of that effort by the Sadducees. They’re looking for anything that will discredit
Jesus, either in the eyes of Rome or of the people.

So they ask this “gotcha” question. They don’t believe in a resurrection, and they think they
can prove it by presenting an impossible situation. We don’t know if it’s a real or hypothetical
situation. It doesn’t really matter for the purposes of the debate. The Law of God, as revealed
through Moses, stated that if a woman became a widow without having any sons, the first
husband’s brother should take her as a wife so that she can bear a son. The purpose of this was at
least two-fold. First, so that the brother, and then the woman’s son, could take care of her. This
was important for her welfare in the ancient world. Second, to continue the first husband’s name.
The son gained the inheritance of the first husband, not the brother who actually fathered him
(Deut. 25:5-10). In the Sadducees’ question to Jesus, a woman went through seven brothers in
this manner, and they all died without bearing children. So which brother would have her as a
wife in the resurrection? They think this impossible situation proves that there is no resurrection.
It’s important to them that God commanded this succession. If it was man’s idea, we might say
that the woman is the first man’s wife. But since God commanded all seven marriages, it would
seem that God creates this impossible situation if there is a resurrection. Therefore, there must be
no resurrection. That seems to be the unstated argument of the Sadducees.

Jesus points out their error. They assumed that, if there is a resurrection, marriage must exist
in it. But Jesus reveals that there is no marriage in the resurrection. For those of us who like our
wives, this is disappointing. But we will have to trust that God knows better than we do, and
however things are in the resurrection is better than the way they are in this life.

For now, marriage is good. God instituted and commanded marriage. There is some insight
we can gain from God’s intention for marriage. God created Adam and Eve and gave them to
each other to become one flesh (Gen. 2:24). In Genesis 1, “God blessed them. And God said to
them, ‘Be fruitful and multiply and fill the earth and subdue it’” (1:28). This is the basic purpose
of marriage: for man to continue God’s work of creation. So Christians should prefer the term
“procreation” instead of “reproduction.” We’re not just reproducing ourselves; that’s a man-
centered way of thinking. Rather, we are prolonging God’s work of creation. That is a God-
centered way of thinking. God’s will is that we would fill his creation. And how long should this
continue? Until God says it is enough. Atheists worry about overpopulation, because they do not
see there is a God watching over us, much less that he commanded us to fill the world. But there
is never anything wrong with bringing another image-bearer of God into this world, especially
when we raise that precious and eternal soul to know and trust the true God.

As long as this world exists, Christians should get married, have children, and raise them in
the fear and love of the LORD. For, in so doing, we are not merely filling this world, but we are
filling the new creation. That is good and right for now. But there will come a time when it is
enough. And God knows when that number or time is right.
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Christ will appear again, this time in glory. On that day, he will raise the dead. He will judge
between the unrighteous and the faithful. And he will bring his believing saints into his new
creation.

Since Jesus was arguing with the Sadducees, and the Sadducees rejected most of the Old
Testament, Jesus proved the resurrection from the writings of Moses.

He goes to the passage about Moses and the burning bush (Ex. 3). We read this as the Old
Testament lesson. There God speaks personally with Moses. And when Moses asks God what he
should say to the people of Israel, who it is that spoke with him, God identifies himself as the
God of their fathers—Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob (Ex. 3:15). And Jesus paid attention to the
details when he read this. We should also pay attention to the details when we read Scripture,
because there are some real gems in the details. And here’s the gem that Jesus brings out:
Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob are all dead; they had all been dead for hundreds of years before God
spoke with Moses, but God still identifies himself as their God. He didn’t cease to be their God
when they died, because death is not the end. Jesus says, “He is not God of the dead, but of the
living, for all live to him” (20:38). So Jesus proves from the writings of Moses that death is not
the end.

And then some of the scribes, who were Pharisees, answered, “Teacher, you have spoken
well” (20:39). It’s not all of the scribes, but some of them. Perhaps a few of them were secret
disciples of Jesus. Or they at least recognized good exegesis when they heard it, and they were
afraid to ask him any more questions. Every attempt to entrap or discredit Jesus was an
opportunity for him to demonstrate his mastery.

There’s one more way in which Jesus proved the resurrection of the dead, and this one is
even more impressive than his mastery of Scripture. Jesus proved the resurrection in his own
body.

Remember, this took place during Holy Week. Tensions were rising between Jesus and the
leaders of the Jews. And this theological debate that Jesus just won actually increases the
tension. The Pharisees and Sadducees are becoming more jealous of Jesus, and they can’t find
any way to trap him. So they orchestrate a kangaroo court and the pressure Pilate to crucify
Jesus. This, of course, is what Jesus intends to happen. By the time Friday afternoon rolls
around, Jesus will be hanging on a cross. And by the time the sun goes down, he will be dead
and laid in a tomb.

This accomplished a number of things. First, his death is the atoning sacrifice for our sins. It
satisfies the wrath of God as all the sins of humanity were justly condemned in the body of Jesus.
He suffers the death we deserved, and we are declared righteous.

It also leads to his resurrection. On the third day, breath came back into Jesus’ lungs. His
heart started pumping again. His brain started sending impulses again. He got up, stepped out of
the tomb, and started showing off his resurrected body. I can’t think of a better way to prove the
resurrection of the dead than to actually die and rise from the dead.

One thing his resurrection proves is that his sacrifice for sins was acceptable to God. How do
we know our sins, which he bore in his body, are gone? Because Jesus rose from the dead
without them. The payment was sufficient, and Jesus’ resurrection is the evidence of this. That’s
the first big thing the resurrection proves.

The second big thing it proves is that we will also be raised from the dead. If Jesus can rise
from the dead himself, we can be confident that he can also raise us from the dead.
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By his resurrection from the dead, he opens the resurrection to us. This is our blessed hope.
This is what we are waiting for on the Last Day when Jesus returns.

Dear saints in Christ Jesus, death is not the end. The dead are raised. Your spirit is immortal,
and so is your body! Your Savior, Jesus Christ, has proven this, both from Scripture, and in his
own body.

When you are lying on your death bed, if God grants you that privilege, and you look up at
your loved ones, do not say, “Goodbye,” as if you will never see them again and they will never
see you. And when you stand at the open coffin of one of God’s dear saints, do not say,
“Goodbye.” Say, “Good night,” because, in Christ, death is merely sleep.

So all of the things that the Church does surrounding death—the prayers for the dying
person, the funeral, the burial—these things are the Christian bedtime routine. We read a bedtime
story—the greatest story of God redeeming sinners through Jesus Christ. We sing a bedtime
song—maybe a few of them. And we gently tuck God’s dear child into their grave. There they
sleep until that brightest of mornings, when the Light of the World breaks through the clouds to
wake his dear saints to perfect, incorruptible, and everlasting life. The dead will be raised. The
saints of God will be transformed. And from that day forth, we will live and reign with Jesus
Christ in perfect bliss for all eternity. Amen.

“He who testifies to these things says, ‘Surely | am coming soon.” Amen. Come, Lord
Jesus!

“The grace of the Lord Jesus be with [you] all. Amen” (Rev. 22:20-21).



