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We've got a bit of wrestling to do this morning, because the words of Jesus in today’s Gospel
passage are a bit of a head-scratcher. They may suggest some things that you've never considered
before. He says some things about marriage, some things about what life will be like after we die, and -
perhaps most significantly — some things about who we will - or will not! - be married to in heaven.
Hold onto your seats, because this will be a wild ride. You might — or might not! - like where we end up!

It starts simply enough. Jesus is in Jerusalem, and once again, his opponents are asking him
questions in order to try to trap him in his own words. This time it’s the Sadducees. The Sadducees
were one of the groups within Judaism in the time of Jesus. They were wealthy and aristocratic. They
were not teachers of the Jewish Law, the way the Pharisees were, but they were concerned with making
sure that the rituals in the temple were being properly carried out. For Scripture, they accepted only the
Torah, the first five books of the Bible, which contained the entirety of the Jewish Law. They did not
give the Prophets or the Writings any authority, so people like Isaiah and Daniel mattered little or
nothing to the Sadducees. They also did not believe there was any such thing as the afterlife. You lived,
you died, and your soul went ... nowhere. This life, they believed, is all there is. So it may seem odd that
they approach Jesus with a question about life after death. But the answer to that riddle is really quite
simple. They aren'’t sincerely looking for an answer to the question they put to Jesus. They just want to
get him to say something that will, in their eyes, discredit himself. If, for example, Jesus were to affirm a
belief contrary to the core convictions of the Sadducees, then they could dismiss him, reject him, tell
their followers not to listen to him, not to give his words any credence. It’sa power game.

Here is their question for Jesus: “Teacher, Moses wrote for us that if a man's brother dies leaving
a wife but no children, the man shall marry the widow and raise up children for his brother. Now there
were seven brothers; the first married a woman and died childless; then the second and the third
married her, and so in the same way all seven died childless. Finally the woman also died. In the
resurrection, therefore, whose wife will the woman be? For the seven had married her.” To understand
the question, you need to know the specific law they are referring to. It’s in the book of Deuteronomy:
“When brothers reside together and one of them dies and has no son, the wife of the deceased shall not
be married outside the family to a stranger. Her husband’s brother shall go in to her, taking her in
marriage and performing the duty of a husband’s brother to her, and the firstborn whom she bears shall
succeed to the name of the deceased brother, so that his name may not be blotted out of Israel.” (Deut.
25:5-6) The purpose of this law was to help families preserve their lineage, in the event of the untimely
death of a married man who did not have a son. It was not entirely mandatory; a man whose brother
had died could refuse to go through with it. Today, most branches of Judaism do not still practice this
ancient custom; indeed, in 1950, in Irael, the Chief Rabbis forbade it. But in the time of Jesus, law-
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abiding Jews observed it. So the Sadducees come to Jesus with a hypothetical (and rather absurd)
question. There’s a family with seven brothers, all grown men. Brother #1 dies. He’s married, but he
doesn’t have a son, so Brother #2 marries his widow. He dies, so Brother #3 marries the widow, and so
on, until ultimately, all seven brothers are dead, and only the widow is left alive. Their question to Jesus
is: after she dies, which one of the brothers will she be married to? She had married all seven of them!

We might have a similar question. Let’s say you are married, and your spouse dies. Later on you
get married again. Both marriages made you very happy. When you get to heaven, will you be married
to your first spouse? Or your second? Or both? This might be a very real question for some of you!

Jesus does not directly answer the question put to him. The Sadducees want him to say
something like, “The first one,” or “The last one,” or “That’s a good question; I don’t really know.” But
this is Jesus, and he’s no dummy. He does two things. First, he turns the question on its head, cutting
right through it, demonstrating that it’s not him that’s clueless - it’s them. They are the ones who don'’t
understand. It’s not a question of who the widow will be married to in life after death. It’'s whether there
is marriage at all in life after death! I'll say more about that in a minute. The second thing Jesus does is
he makes an argument - from scripture! - to show that the Sadducees are wrong to reject an afterlife.
The Sadducees had hoped to trap Jesus; in the end, they walk away from Jesus looking like fools.

Here’s how Jesus turns the tables on them. I'm going to take the second issue first, the question
about whether there is life after death at all. Jesus says there is. He proves it to the Sadducees by using
their own scriptures. He turns to “the story about the bush” - that is, the burning bush, the bush that
Moses saw at the base of Mount Sinai, the bush that glowed with holy fire: “The angel of the Lord
appeared to [Moses] in a flame of fire out of a bush; he looked, and the bush was blazing, yet it was not
consumed.” (Exodus 3:2) God called to Moses out of the bush, and one of the things God said to Moses
was: “I am the God of your father, the God of Abraham, the God of Isaac, and the God of Jacob.”
(Exodus 3:6) Abraham, Issac, and Jacob were the three patriarchs of the Hebrew people, and by the
time Moses is alive, they have been dead for hundreds of years. Jesus points to the phrase “I am” and
notes that it is in the present tense, not the past tense. God does not say, “I was the God of your father,
the God of Abraham, the God of Isaac, and the God of Jacob;” no, God says, “I am the God” of these
ancient ancestors. Jesus says that God “is God not of the dead but of the living” The implication is that
even though these patriarchs have died, they are also still alive. God was not just their God during their
lifetimes on earth; God is their God even now, even in their death. That means, says Jesus, they must
still be alive, which proves his point: there must be life after death. Later Jewish scriptures talk about the
resurrection of the dead more plainly, like this verse in the book of Daniel: “Many of those who sleep in
the dust of the earth shall awake, some to everlasting life and some to shame and everlasting contempt”
(Daniel 12:2) - but remember, the Sadducees did not accept the book of Daniel as sacred scripture.
What Jesus has done here is used a verse that the Sadducees do view as scripture to prove his point.

That was complicated, and I hope you're still with me, because this next part gets even more
complicated! Let’s go back to the question the Sadducees ask: “In the resurrection, whose wife will the
woman be? For the seven had married her” Here’s how Jesus responds: “Those who belong to this age
marry and are given in marriage, but those who are considered worthy of a place in that age and in the
resurrection from the dead neither marry nor are given in marriage. Indeed, they cannot die anymore,
because they are like angels and are children of God, being children of the resurrection.” It’s only two
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sentences — but Jesus has packed a lot into those two sentences! He is making a distinction between
“those who belong to this age” and “those who are considered worthy of a place in that age.” Who is he
referring to? Which group are we in? Well, the Hebrew word for “age” refers to this existence, our
human lives here on earth. We all “belong to this age.” All of us. We breathe, we eat, we sleep, and
eventually we die. “Those who belong to this age marry and are given in marriage,” and many of us have
done just that, some of us more than once. That part is pretty straightforward. But what about the
next? “Those who are considered worthy of a place in that age and in the resurrection from the dead” -
here Jesus is referring to the world beyond this world, what we typically refer to as “heaven.” It’s the
place where we all presume we’re going to go when we die, although it’s not really a “place” at all; it’s
more of a “realm” in which our existence will continue after death in some very special way. I'm sure we
all have our own images of what heaven might be like; they’re undoubtedly all less magnificent and
beautiful than what the reality is. Entry into that realm is not guaranteed; Jesus says that some among
us “are considered worthy of a place in that age and in the resurrection from the dead,” which implies
that some others are not. Let’s assume that we are all, by the grace of God in Jesus Christ, going to be
deemed worthy. So when we get there, who will we be married to? Will we still be married to our
spouses? Jesus says that those people “who are considered worthy of a place in that age ... neither marry
nor are given in marriage.” The institution of marriage exists in this world ... but, apparently, according
to Jesus, it does not exist in the next. At least, not in the way we understand marriage. Once we get to
heaven, we’re not going to be marrying anybody anymore, not like we do here. That’s what Jesus says.
Furthermore, as we all know, a marriage that exists here on this earth only exists “until death do us part”
or “as long as we both shall live,” right? That frees the widow or widower to marry someone else, if they
so choose. It also means that the spouse who has died and is now in the realm of God is no longer
bound by their marriage vows. Those vows are for this world, not the next. This might be a bit
shocking; many of us assume that we will be reunited with our spouses once we die, and I do believe we
will be reunited with them, in some fashion - but what I think Jesus is saying here is that it's not going
to be the same. We aren’t going to be married to them there the same way we are here. Indeed, once we
are there, we aren’t even going to need the institution of marriage. We aren’t going to need wedding
vows. Life in that age is going to be different. A lot different! Jesus describes it like this: “They cannot
die anymore, because they are like angels and are children of God, being children of the resurrection.”
Once we are on the other side, we will no longer be subject to death; our bodies will no longer decay; we
will be like angels. Angels! Can you imagine that? You and I are going to be like angels! He doesn'’t say
that we become angels - I don'’t think any of us will turn into anyone else’s “guardian angel” here on
earth - but Jesus says we will be like angels. What does that mean exactly? Well, I really have no idea,
other than to say that it seems we will have been elevated to a higher plane of existence. Perhaps
endowed with more spiritual powers. Perhaps even closer to God. We are already “children of God” in
one sense, and we die it seems that we will be “children of God” in an even deeper sense. We will be
“children of the resurrection.” We will have been raised to what will be, for us, a whole new world.

That’s all a lot to ponder. Hopefully, Jesus’s words have got us all thinking about our perceptions
- or perhaps our mis-perceptions - of life after death. It is a tricky subject, since none of us have been
there yet. I would encourage you to go home and read these verses over again, and see what sense you
can make of Jesus’s words. I have tried to offer a faithful interpretation. You might or might not like the
implications. What I have said may have called some of your assumptions into question. That’s okay!
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