The LCA provides this sermon edited for lay-reading, with thanks to the original author.
Sermon for the Twenty-second Sunday after Pentecost (Proper 27), Year C
Luke 20:27-38

‘The God of the living’ 

Our text today revolves around a question to do with life after death. It seems that in Jesus’ day, as in every age and across every culture, people pondered the question of what lay beyond the grave. 

A survey of Australians back in 2009 asked questions around this topic… 

Do you believe in God or a higher power? 68% of Australians said yes. 

Do you believe in life after death? 53% agreed. 

Do you believe in heaven and hell? 56% were happy with heaven, only 38% with hell.  

For some death is the end, for some it’s the immortality of the soul, for still others it’s some form of reincarnation. 
What about for you? If you were asked these questions, what would you say? 

The problem with those sorts of questions in that survey is that they’re not really the most important questions. 

More important than whether you believe God exists, is to ask ‘who this God is’, and if you know him, and if you belong to him. 

Remember 100% of the demons believe God exists, and they tremble. 

It’s the same with life after death. More important than ticking yes on a survey that you think there is life beyond the grave, is knowing how you are brought out of the grave and into that life. 

When we pay close attention to our text today, we’ll find Jesus actually moves us from these surface level questions to the deeper ones. 
We’ve got a bit of work to do in unpacking this text today, 

So let’s do it under three headings,  

First, a question asked, 

Second, a question answered, 

Third, a question missed. 

So first is the actual question asked. 

‘27 There came to Jesus some Sadducees, those who deny that there is a resurrection, and they asked him a question…’ 

So Jesus meets a group who had a very specific and well-known belief about life after death, they denied the resurrection. 
Some of you would know the old joke I suppose as to how you remember the name of this group the Sadducees; they didn’t believe in the resurrection, that’s why they were sad… you… see… (I didn’t say it was a good joke!). 

“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…’
Now, they’re not telling any fibs here, this is straight out of God’s law, Deuteronomy 25. 

It’s certainly a practice which is very foreign to most of us, but among God’s people of old it was quite important. It was a way of looking after widows for one thing,
Widows who are a special object of God’s care and concern in the Bible remember. But it was also about keeping family lines going. In Israel family lines were important for various reasons, not least because the promise of a Messiah was through the seed of Abraham. 
These two themes are brought together in the story of Ruth if you remember that one. 

So they point to this law, and they present their outrageous situation of seven brothers who keep dying after marrying the first brother’s widow. You’d think after the first few they might get a bit suspicious! 
But on it keeps going until finally the woman also dies. 

So Teacher, ‘Whose wife would she be in this so-called resurrection?’
They think this scenario makes resurrection look ridiculous, with an image of this poor woman now being attached to seven different brothers forever. I imagine them with the smug grin of a student who thinks they’ve just stumped the teacher. 
Now although they come with this mocking sort of attitude, that doesn’t mean we can dismiss the question too quickly, 

Because we can still struggle with questions like this can’t we? 

Perhaps some of you have been widowed and remarried, and you’ve wondered about exactly this sort of thing? 

Or perhaps you’ve wondered about others: what will I look like in the resurrection? 

How old will I be? If my grandfather died as young man and I die as an old man, in the age to come will I be older than my grandfather? 

They are still real things we think about. So we need attend carefully to what Jesus teaches us here, to help us think about life in that age . 

So this is the question asked, 

Now we move to the question answered. 

Jesus’ answer has two parts, 
First he responds to the specific issue of marriage saying a little about what the resurrection life is like, then second more generally about the very fact of the resurrection and where it’s taught in the Old Testament. 
So first is his answer to the marriage question itsel: 
“The sons of this age marry and are given in marriage, 35 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, 36 for they cannot die anymore, because they are equal to angels and are sons of God, being sons of the resurrection.’ 
Jesus is saying this question is built on a wrong assumption. It’s built on the assumption that the life of resurrection is the same as life now but simply on the other side of death. 

As if resurrection was merely resuscitation, merely coming alive again and continuing on in the same way we are now under the same conditions. 

But Jesus says ‘no’, when we talk about resurrection we’re talking about a whole new age, where’s there’s no death, where you are like the angels  - never dying and always living the presence of God. 
Even the phrase ‘sons of the resurrection’ points to something radically new, where this new ‘resurrection life’ is now the defining characteristic of those who attain to it. 

Now to be sure, there is continuity with this life. You are still you in the resurrection, but you’ll be the best you, as you never knew you could be. 
So in the case of marriage specifically then, the faulty assumption is that marriage as we know it now will continue on after death in the same way. But Jesus says no,

marriage as we now know it is only for this age. 

That’s not to say you don’t know your spouse in the resurrection, it’s not to say you’re not with your spouse in the resurrection. The resurrection to eternal life is everlasting joy, so all that is good in this life must be caught up and glorified in the age to come. 

But marriage as we know it is for this age. 

And actually just as a little aside here, this can be an important thing for us to remember for our Christian life. Because one thing Jesus does here is stop us from making marriage and family an idol in our lives. Marriage and family are of course great blessings and gifts God gives us in this world. 

But because they are such good things, there can often be a temptation for us to make them the ultimate thing, to make of them an idol, a little god.

And so people say things like ‘family is what life is all about’, that they ‘live for family’. And couples often experience strains in marriage because they look to each other for a degree of love and security and identity that only God can provide. 

This is not the main point of this passage but it is a significant little side note, that Jesus here keeps marriage and family in their proper place, as gifts of God, but not god. 

So that’s the first part of Jesus’ answer about marriage specifically. Then he goes on to talk more generally about the very fact of the resurrection and where it’s taught in the Old Testament. 

37 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. 
38 Now he is not God of the dead, but of the living, for all live to him.”
The Sadducees were also known for holding mainly just to the books of Moses, so Jesus takes them back there, ‘even Moses showed…’ 

The logic of Jesus argument goes like this:
That when God appeared to Moses at the burning bush, Abraham, Isaac and Jacob had been dead for hundreds of years.

But the Lord doesn’t say, ‘I was the God of Abraham, I was the God of Isaac, and I was the God of Jacob.’ 

He says, ‘I am the God of Abraham, Isaac and Jacob’. I am, in the present tense. 

The great ‘I am.’

Jesus is saying, what can it possibly mean for God to be the God of someone who lies dead in a tomb, unless to God they are alive? 

Why would Lord reveal himself to Moses as the all-powerful God by saying ‘Look I’m the God of corpses’? 

No God is not a God of the dead, but of the living. For all live to him. 

From a human point of view they may look dead, but from God’s perspective they live. And if they live to God, their resurrection is sure. 

That’s the question answered. 

So now finally, what’s the question, or questions, they missed?  

Luke concludes this story by saying, 
‘And they no longer dared to ask him any question’.  

And we generally take this as a positive note. In other words, Jesus put them in their place, Jesus won the debate. 

But I’m not so sure this is a positive statement, that ‘they no longer asked him any questions’. 

Perhaps it was exactly at this point, that they should’ve had a follow up question or two, perhaps there are questions missed.  

Because in Jesus’ words to them we find some little clues that he’s trying to reorient their questions.

Did you notice how the way they approach Jesus has a hint of pride about it, then Jesus speaks of those who are worthy to attain to that age? 

Did you notice how they speak of these brothers trying to produce a sons in this life,
when Jesus speaks of those who are sons of the resurrection?
So perhaps the missed questions were ones like these…

‘Teacher, now we’ve established the fact of the resurrection, and that it will be radically different to life in this age…
How is one worthy to attain to that age? 

How does one become a child of God and a son of the resurrection? 

If God is the God of the living and not of the dead, 

How do I know if he’s my God, so that I may live?’ 
Dear friends, those were the follow up questions they didn’t ask, but they are the questions for you today. 
And perhaps the reason people of all ages have pondered endlessly about what lies beyond the grave Is because deep down we have a nagging sense that on our own we are not worthy. 
That on our own, we are not children of God, not sons of the resurrection, but rebels outside the kingdom, slaves to the master of sin.  

Left on your own, in your sin, you are not alive, you are dead. 

But as you are in Christ, then you are alive to the God of the living. 

Even though no one dared to ask Jesus any more questions, right after this He himself took the opportunity to ask a question.
And do you know what it was about? 

It was a question about David’s Son, about the Messiah, about the Saviour, about himself.  

And while these disbelieving Sadducees tried to ridicule Jesus and the resurrection,  little did they know that the very resurrection and the life stood right there in front of them, as he stands in your midst today. 

That was the biggest question they missed, 
‘Teacher, who are you?’ 

Then he could’ve told them, and he does tell you today: 

‘I am the resurrection and the life. Whoever believes in me, though he die, yet shall he live. And whoever live and believes in me shall never die’. John 11:25

And if after that they asked him, 

‘How can you give us this eternal resurrection life?’
He could’ve said, and he does say to you today,
Because I the God of the living, I am about to go to my death. 

He went to the cross to die for the Sadducees, to die for the Scribes, to die for the Pharisees, to die for you. 

You are worthy to attain to that age, because is he is the one of whom they cry in heaven, ‘Worthy is the Lamb who was slain!’ 

And don’t you know that all of you who have been baptised into Christ Jesus were baptised into his death…
If you’ve been united with him in a death like his, you will certainly be united with him in a resurrection like his….

So then consider yourselves dead to sin, but alive to God in Christ Jesus. 

You have been crucified with Christ. It is no longer you who live, but Christ who lives in you. And the life you now live in the flesh, you live by faith in the Son of God, who loved you and gave himself for you.’

In Christ, you are worthy to attain to that age. 

In Christ, you are a child of God and a son or daughter of the resurrection.

In Christ you belong to the God of the living, 

And so you are truly alive. 
He’s the ultimate answer to every question that truly matters. 
In the name of Jesus, Amen. 
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