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Text 
That same day the Sadducees, who say there is no resurrection, came to him with a question. 24 "Teacher," 

they said, "Moses told us that if a man dies without having children, his brother must marry the widow and 

have children for him. 25 Now there were seven brothers among us. The first one married and died, and 

since he had no children, he left his wife to his brother. 26 The same thing happened to the second and 

third brother, right on down to the seventh. 27 Finally, the woman died. 28 Now then, at the resurrection, 

whose wife will she be of the seven, since all of them were married to her?" 29 Jesus replied, "You are in 

error because you do not know the Scriptures or the power of God. 30 At the resurrection people will 

neither marry nor be given in marriage; they will be like the angels in heaven. 31 But about the 

resurrection of the dead-- have you not read what God said to you, 32 'I am the God of Abraham, the God 

of Isaac, and the God of Jacob'? He is not the God of the dead but of the living." 33 When the crowds 

heard this, they were astonished at his teaching. 

 

Introduction 
 We’re in a part of Matthew’s Gospel where the tension is coming to a head.  All 

of Jesus’ opponents are pulling out the last stops.  He will be killed in a few short days. 

Last week we saw a delegation of Pharisees and Herodians come to Jesus with a 

carefully crafted question.  It was about paying taxes to Caesar.  Today we see the 

Sadducees (another first century Jewish group) come with a tough question of their own. 

“In response to the first of his enemies’ questions, Jesus provided the classic 

biblical teaching about the authority of civil government and the right relationship of the 

believer to the state.  In his reply to the second question, Jesus [teaches] the authority and 

complete reliability of the Bible.”
1
  So last week we looked at the specific topic of 

government.  Today the issue is the Scriptures.  But in both, the overarching topic is that 

of submission; submission to God via submission to pagan government and via 

submission to the written Word.  That’s really what’s behind the Sadducees’ question 

today. 

The Sadducees… and we’ll give a little more background information to who they 

were in a moment… but they gave a certain level of reverence to the Torah – the first five 

book of the Bible, the Books of Moses, as their people’s ancient Scriptures.  So they draw 

their question out of a passage found there – Deuteronomy 25:5-6.  But, as we’ll see, the 

question isn’t entirely genuine.  They ask under the pretext of submission to Scripture, 

but really there’s a sly motive.  They don’t really buy it.  They are smug and 

sophisticated beyond a literal adherence to the Bible and you can almost see the 

suppressed smirk on their faces as they ask. 
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We see from this that it’s possible for people who don’t really believe the Bible, 

to still be able to take certain Bible texts and use them to come up with some ideas that 

make them feel self-important.  Many objections to Christianity today are still put 

forward utilizing the Bible (i.e. “Doesn’t Jesus say, “Thou shalt not judge?”  “The Bible 

says that the only religion that is pure is the one that takes care of orphans and widows”).  

But, as I read from one person this week, “It is one thing to be able to quote passages that 

one thinks support one’s preconceived position and quite another to understand and 

follow the teaching of Scripture.  To understand and to yield oneself to what Scripture 

says is quite different from quoting passages in the way the Sadducees were doing.”
2
 

Jesus wants us to yield ourselves fully to Scripture, to not stand above Scripture 

with my Reason or Experience as the final arbiter of Truth, but to sit under it, with 

humility and submission.  To me this is one of the greatest evidences of the authority of 

Scripture – God incarnate, Jesus Christ, viewed Scripture as God’s self-disclosure.  

What’s Jesus’ answer to the Sadducees’ question?  Verse 29 – “You are in error because 

you do not know the Scriptures…”  And then he goes on to argue from Scripture, in a 

different manor than the Sadducees did.  In other words, in a way that genuinely 

submitted to Scripture.  He answers them not with common sense or his own ideas or 

Jewish oral tradition or a quote from Plato, but with a more faithful reading of the Bible.  

Jesus really believed it and he called others to believe it. 

To Jesus this is a matter of really submitting to God’s verbal revelation of how 

things really are.  If you’re not a Christian, what is your source of knowing what you 

know?  Really, it has to be you – your feelings, your intuitions, your inclinations, your 

observations – and that actually is a bit self-centered and arrogant, isn’t it?  Or you’re left 

awash in relativity and meaninglessness, and that’s just unbearable.  If you’re a Christian, 

what is your source of knowledge?  It must be God, but how has/does God reveal 

himself?  Through the Bible, a written record.  At least that’s what the Son of God said.  

“You are in error because you do not know the Scriptures” (v. 29a).  We must know the 

Scriptures and listen to them and submit to them. 

But we need to notice something else here.  The Bible is not just a book of 

information.  It’s not merely an objective revelation that we study and pick apart.  It’s not 

less, but there is more.  The Bible is God’s Word to us, personally.  Dietrich Bonhoeffer, 

when he led an illegal seminary in Nazi Germany, taught his theological students to read 

the Bible everyday in a spirit of humility and expectation and to ask God to speak a word 

directly to them through it.
3
  Many chafed at this at first – “That’s not scholarly…”  But 

this is the point.  God’s written Word is addressed to us.  Now that’s not an excuse for the 

crazy, pure subjectivism of the “this is what it means to me” syndrome.  Scripture is not a 

wax nose.  It has a fixed meaning.  But it’s just to say that we should expect, in the clear 

words of Scripture, to hear God himself speaking to us, addressing us, confronting us 

(like any real person does).  We should submit ourselves to that.  We should approach the 

Bible that way. 

Where do I get that?  From my own experience?  Well, yes, my experience 

confirms it.  But more importantly from verse 31.  Look there.  Jesus is confronting these 

Sadducees with Scripture, specifically Exodus 3:6, and listen to how he does it – “Have 

you not read what God said to you…?”  Through the pen of Moses, words written 

hundreds of years before, God was speaking to them in the first century.  We cannot 
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approach the Bible in a detached manner, as a mere object.  It is God speaking directly to 

us.  We must approach it that way. 

We’re going to look now at some things that are revealed in this text and in short 

what we’re going to see is just this: the Bible presents the most astonishing picture of 

reality; but would you just pause now and ask the Lord to speak directly to you, and to 

give you ears to hear, in other words give you a heart that is not proud, but is submissive. 

 

Let’s pray… “Today, if you hear his voice, do not harden your hearts” (Heb. 4:7)… 

 

The Questioners 

 Let’s go about this the same way we did last week: a look at the questioners, then 

the question, then three things we find in Jesus’ answer to the questioners’ question. 

So first, the questioners.  Who were these ‘Sadducees’?  I always hear my pastor 

when I was in high school telling his favorite joke when I come across the Sadducees in 

the Bible (which, by the way, is not that often).  “The Sadducees didn’t believe in the 

resurrection.  That’s why they were sad, you see?”  Well, it’s helpful (if corny).  They 

may not have been entirely sad.  This segment of the Jewish population in the first 

century had wealth and power.  They controlled the Sanhedrin – the Jewish ruling body.  

They had political clout with the Romans.  In many ways things were going well for 

them.  They were sophisticated, comfortable.  They had a good life, in some ways. 

But they should have been sad (and my guess is that at the end of the day, alone 

with themselves, they really were), because they didn’t believe in anything beyond this 

life.  Luke tells us Acts 23:8 – “The Sadducees say that there is no resurrection, and that 

there are neither angels nor spirits.”  The Jewish historian Josephus tells us that “the 

Sadducees hold that the soul perishes along with the body.”
4
  That really is sad.  It’s 

terribly sad.  This is it.  The best you’re going to get is a short life lived in a fallen world.  

Even the luckiest people in this world still experience great tragedies and if this messed 

up world is all there is and it’s try your best to get the top, that is a very, very sad 

existence, if we ever let ourselves really stop and think about it.  And besides, history 

tells us that the Sadducees’ prosperity and plush life ended abruptly in A.D. 70 when 

Jerusalem was sacked and devastation lay all around.  Everything in this life is so 

tenuous. 

So the Sadducees were in many ways the opposite of the Pharisees.  They were 

aristocratic, not populist; elites, sophisticated, educated, materialists, anti-

supernaturalists.  The Pharisees were more of your people from the heartland – 

conservative, believing in a spiritual world and afterlife and all that.  It’s interesting, isn’t 

it, that the Sadducees and the Pharisees, who were so different, were united in their 

disdain of Jesus?  But anyway, the Sadducees shouldn’t look that foreign to us today.  In 

fact, you’ve probably met many people that were essentially Sadducean at dinner parties 

or professors at school or next door.  Naturalism isn’t new. 

 

The Question 

 So there’s some info on the questioners.  Now the question.  We read, “That same 

day [the same day the Pharisees and Herodians had tried to discredit Jesus] the 

Sadducees, who say there is no resurrection, came to [Jesus] with a question.  ‘Teacher,’ 

they said, ‘Moses told us that if a man dies without having children, his brother must 
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marry the widow and have children for him’” (vv. 23-24).  They are referring to the 

ancient practice called levirate marriage.  Moses regulated it in Dt. 25:5-6, but it predated 

the Law as a custom and can be seen in Genesis 38 with Judah and Onan and Tamar – a 

quite interesting read if you have time.  In that ancient culture where land and inheritance 

and carrying on a name was such a big deal, this was a practice that, though weird to us, 

was a just way to preserve family lines.  If a man dies without an heir, his brother is to 

marry the widow and produce an heir to carry on the deceased brother’s name. 

 So that’s the situation, here’s the actual question.  “Now there were seven 

brothers among us.  The first one married and died, and since he had no children, he left 

his wife to his brother.  The same thing happened to the second and third brother, right on 

down to the seventh [don’t you think the guys would have started to get a bit nervous and 

suspicious by about 3 or 4?; cf. Tob. 3:8].  Finally, the woman died.  Now then, at the 

resurrection, whose wife will she be of the seven, since all of them were married to her?”  

That’s the question. 

 The Sadducees would have probably been so proud of themselves.  Most likely 

this is a completely hypothetical question.  Most scholars say that levirate marriage 

wasn’t practiced by this time.  One person has explained this situation – “The Sadducees 

are interested neither in moral nor in legal questions here, but endeavor to illustrate the 

impossible dilemmas they believe the doctrine of resurrection creates.”
5
  They’re just 

trying to show Jesus how silly it is to believe in a resurrection of the dead.  Can’t he see 

how many impossible scenarios it creates?  Would she belong to #5?  Then mightn’t #1 

feel cheated?  Would all 7 brothers share 1 wife?  That would be unthinkable.  So the 

resurrection is just silly. 

 

The Answer 

 So now we can look at another one of Jesus’ masterful answers.  He is not 

stumped or embarrassed by this question.  Let’s look at his answer and as we do we’re 

going to see three amazing things that a biblical worldview provides us with.  (1) This 

world is not all there is; (2) there is something even better than marriage; and (3) there’s a 

personal, covenant-keeping God behind everything.  These are wonderful truths! 

So first, this world is not all there is.  “Jesus replied, ‘You are in error [there is 

such a thing as truth and error] because you do not know the Scriptures or the power of 

God” (v. 29).  Then he said, “At the resurrection…” (v. 30a).  So Jesus asserts that there 

is indeed a resurrection.  What does that mean?  It doesn’t mean simply the immortality 

of the soul, that when you die, your spirit lives on somewhere, somehow.  That was a 

Greek belief.  The biblical belief goes farther than that.  It’s not just a belief in a life after 

death, it’s a reference to life after life after death.
6
  The resurrection of the dead isn’t 

referring to your soul living on after your body dies.  It’s referring to your body being 

raised again and your soul being reunited to live in immortality.  For some this will be in 

a place of horror and sin under God’s unmitigated wrath.  For others, those who have 

trusted in Christ, it will be eternal bliss in a re-created cosmos where all that is evil, 

frustrating, or tainting has been eliminated and they experience God’s loving fellowship. 

This is the reality, Jesus says.  It’s true that “you have never talked to a mere 

mortal,”
7
 as C.S. Lewis put it.  Everybody is heading for the resurrection of the dead.  

And for those who respond to Jesus in faith (i.e. not like the Sadducees), who are joined 

with him and have all their sins paid for in his death and are brought to life in his 
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resurrection from the dead, they have infinite worlds of wonder and delight unlocked 

before them.  Death is not a looming uncertainty.  There is hope; real, genuine hope.  We 

shouldn’t even refer to that as the afterlife; this is the beforelife.
8
 

The 20
th

 century philosopher Bertrand Russell, before his death, said: “There is 

darkness without, and when I die there will be darkness within.  There is no splendor, no 

vastness anywhere, only triviality for a moment, and then nothing.”  Not true.  Natalie 

Portman, the contemporary actress from Garden State and V for Vendetta, said to Rolling 

Stone, speaking of the idea of anything beyond the grave – “I don’t believe in that.  I 

believe this is it, and I believe it’s the best way to live.”
9
  No, it’s not.  There’s more.  

Katharine Hepburn, the legendary actress who died in 2003 at the age of 96, said to the 

Associated Press before she died – “I’m what is known as gradually disintegrating.  I 

don’t fear the next world, or anything.  I don’t fear hell, and I don’t look forward to 

heaven.”
10

  It’s so sad.  YOLO.  NO.  Jesus is telling us that the whole of Scripture is 

telling us that this world is not all there is. 

 In that Sadducean perspective, the best you can do is to attain some kind of 

‘immortality’ through what you leave behind – the ‘immortal’ Katherine Hepburn.  It’s 

interesting, the word the Sadducees use in v. 24 to paraphrase Dt. 25:5-6 is the Greek 

word for resurrection.  Literally it should read – “If anyone dies without having children, 

his brother shall marry his wife and raise up [resurrect] offspring for his brother.” “The 

production of an heir is the only sort of ‘resurrection’ of the dead brother that their 

theology allows,” says one commentator.
11

  The only way you can live on, in their 

understanding, was through your family line.  For many today it’s simply in your legacy.  

Your memory endures in the monuments you build in this fleeting passage of life.  But 

they are ultimately monuments to self, even if they are a trail of good works! 

 The Bible presents a much better picture.  Far from inspiring uselessness and 

escapism, a sure belief in the resurrection of the dead actually inspires beautiful acts of 

selflessness.  Just one example I read of this recently that struck me (among many that 

could be cited) is that of Richard Williams, a British missionary who sailed with several 

others from Liverpool to Patagonia in 1850.  They arrived with high hopes of bringing 

the gospel there, but they were not warmly received, the climate was harsh, and the 

resupply ship failed to arrive in time and all the missionaries died one-by-one of 

starvation.  The search party that found Williams’ body also found these words on the last 

page of his diary: 

 

Should anything prevent my ever adding to this, let my beloved ones at 

home rest assured that I was happy, beyond all expression, the night I 

wrote these lines, and would not have exchanged situations with any man 

living.  Let them also be assured that my hopes were full and blooming 

with immortality, that Heaven and Love and Christ, which mean one and 

the same divine thing, were my soul; that the hope of glory filled my 

whole heart with joy and gladness; and that to me to live is Christ and to 

die is gain.
12

 

 

Compare that with any Sadducee’s or modern atheist’s life and death.  This world is not 

all there is and that changes everything! 
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Secondly, we see here in Jesus’ answer that there is something even better than 

marriage.  In response to the actual scenario that the Sadducees use to poke fun at the 

idea of the resurrection, Jesus teaches that there will actually be no marriage in the new 

creation.  So we move from the fact of the resurrection to the nature of the resurrection.  

Leaving a legacy is not the only way to live on.  Leaving a family line is not the only way 

to live on.  In fact, marriage is only a temporary thing, swallowed up by the greater 

reality to come.  “At the resurrection,” Jesus says, “people will neither marry nor be 

given in marriage; they will be like the angels in heaven” (v. 30). 

So the Sadducees underestimate the power of God.  He will not be making all new 

things; he will be making all things new, but that doesn’t mean it will be exactly the 

same.  Jesus’ resurrected body was the same body that was buried in Joseph of 

Arimathea’s tomb, but it wasn’t the same – there were some major improvements (i.e. 

ability to walk through walls, ascend into heaven, etc…).  So mere restoration to Adam 

and Eve’s pre-fall state is not the goal of redemption.  Rather it is being escorted into the 

culmination and final purpose of humanity, where humanity could have arrived, had they 

not sinned. 

In the resurrection we will be immortal; not angels, but like angels (the other thing 

the Sadducees disbelieved in, Jesus here affirms).  So therefore, we will not need to 

procreate to keep the human race going.  Death will be gone, violence, sickness.  And 

what’s more, marriage will have served its ultimate purpose – foreshadowing the union 

between Christ and his church.  Heaven will be a grand wedding banquet when the 

redeemed people of God are presented to the Son as “a bride beautifully dressed’ to live 

together in true bliss (Rev. 21:2-3).  Earthly marriage (and those activities that go with it) 

is not the ultimate thing in life.  Getting to the wedding supper of the Lamb is. 

This is good news to those who are single.  You are not unfulfilled if you don’t 

get married.  That’s not the goal of existence!  You’re unfulfilled if you don’t know 

eternal life.  This is comforting to those whose biological clock has stopped ticking or 

men who can’t sire their own kids.  You don’t just live on in your physical progeny.  Kids 

are not the greatest joy in life.  Christ is.  This is also helpful for those who find 

themselves in awful marriages.  It is only temporary.  It’s not the final validation of your 

existence.  And you don’t have to put all that weight on it to make you happy. 

But what about those who find themselves in good marriages, happy marriages?  

Is this sad news, a blemish on the otherwise nice notion of resurrection?  R.T. France puts 

it this way: 

 

It solves the problem by declaring the marriage relationship to be a 

temporary, earthly thing.  But is this too high a price to pay?  Those who 

have found some of the deepest joys of earthly life in the special bond of a 

married relationship may be dismayed to hear that that must be left 

behind.  But note that what Jesus declares to be inappropriate in heaven is 

marriage, not love.  So perhaps heavenly relationships are not something 

less than marriage, but something more.
13

 

 

It’s impossible to speculate what that will look like, exactly.  I do think there is 

ample evidence that we will know and enjoy our loved ones in heaven, and the promise is 

clear that this is a great place; there will be no regrets, nothing missing.  The point is 
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simply that marriage is not an end, but a means to an even greater end.  Married 

couples/engaged couples: take this to heart.  Your marriage is ultimately for heightening 

your appreciation for God and preparing you for the joys of the resurrection.  It will be 

something even better than marriage.  More ecstasy, more security, more durability, more 

intimacy, more love, more joy.  Any experiences of those things here are just appetizers 

for the banquet of the age to come.  There is something even better than marriage. 

 

Thirdly, there’s a personal, covenant-keeping God behind everything in this 

universe.  This truth undergirds everything here and now and forever in eternity.  I don’t 

know how I could live without it.  And it comes from vv. 31-32.  Jesus takes the 

Sadducees to the Bible.  And there are other passages he could have gone to in order to 

show that resurrection was biblical (i.e. Pss 16:9-11; 49:15; 73:23-26; Job. 19:25-27; 

Dan. 12:2).  Those passages do come later in the OT.  Because this is a concept that 

develops progressively over time.  But it was not just some intertestamental idea, which 

is where the Sadducees thought the Pharisees got it from.  It’s not just some later OT 

idea.  It’s even found rooted in the Torah, the Pentateuch, itself. 

“But about the resurrection of the dead,” Jesus says, “have you not read what God 

said to you, ‘I am the God of Abraham, the God of Isaac, and the God of Jacob’?  He is 

not the God of the dead but of the living” (vv. 31-32).  What is Jesus saying?  I had 

tended think, based on a surface reading of this, that the logic was that God didn’t say he 

was the God of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob, but that he is (present tense).  And perhaps 

that’s it.  But the problem with that is that in the original Hebrew of Exodus 3:6 there is 

no verb supplied.  Plus, all that would really prove is the immortality of the soul, that 

Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob’s souls were living on with God while their bodies were 

buried and rotting in the cave at Machpelah.  But remember: Jesus is talking about the 

resurrection of the dead.  Now the intermediate state where the soul lives on is a glorious 

truth and is a step toward resurrection, but it is not resurrection. 

So what’s Jesus’ point?  “More probably the argument… simply asserts that God 

will raise the dead because he cannot fail to keep his promises to them that he will be 

their God,”
14

 so says one scholar.  Listen to how another puts it – “The argument is based 

rather on the nature of God’s relationship with his human followers: the covenant by 

which he binds himself to them is too strong to be terminated by their death.  To be 

associated with the living God is to be taken beyond the temporary life of earth into a 

relationship which lasts as long as God lasts.”
15

  So God, because of his nature and his 

promises, simply cannot allow his people to become a bygone memory.  His faithfulness 

to them cannot end at death.  Someone else explains it this way, “If God was still God of 

Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob, and if his power was unlimited, then he would ultimately 

fulfill his promise to them, not only corporately through their descendants, but personally 

to them.”
16

  A resurrection from the dead is a logical necessity for God to be true to his 

promises. 

One preacher has asked, “Does the eternal God covenant with creatures that shall 

live only seventy years, then go out like a candle snuff?  When David said in dying, ‘He 

has made with me an everlasting covenant’ (2 Samuel 23:5), his comfort lay in his belief 

that he should live in the everlasting age to enjoy the fruit of that covenant.  How could 

there be an everlasting covenant with a creature who would cease to exist?”
17

  God does 
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not bring you into a relationship with him that only lasts a few short years and then is 

forgotten.  It goes on forever.  So the resurrection has to be true. 

In other words, you could say it this way, a personal, covenant-keeping God 

stands behind everything in this universe.  The Bible presents us with a picture of reality 

that has a personal God at the center, “the blessed and only Sovereign, the King of kings 

and Lord of lords, who alone has immortality” (1 Tim. 6:15-16; ESV).  This is an 

amazing reality, to know that God knows me, by name.  I am not an insignificant speck 

produced by chance for a brief appearance in an impersonal cosmos.  There is a Creator.  

He loves me.  He has set all his affections upon me.  He has given me all his great and 

precious promises.  He has brought me into a relationship with himself that can never be 

broken.  He is the I AM who reveals himself to Moses and to people like you and me and 

pledges to be with us.  That relationship cannot end at death.  God has promised.  And 

God has the power to keep his promises. 

 

Conclusion 
The Bible presents the most astonishing picture of reality: that this world is 

not all there is, that there is something even better than marriage, and that there’s a 

personal, covenant keeping God behind everything.  “When the crowds heard this, they 

were astonished at his teaching” (v. 33).  But being astonished is not quite enough.  Will 

you believe it?  How do you get in on this?  How do you gain eternal life?  How do these 

promises become yours?  Through faith… in Christ. 

You must lay down your Sadducean skepticism, your claims to be wise, and 

submit to Scripture.  And what is Scripture ultimately about?  Jesus said in another place 

to some Jews who were opposing him – “You diligently study the Scriptures because you 

think that by them you possess eternal life.  These are the Scriptures that testify about me, 

yet you refuse to come to me to have life” (Jn. 5:39-40).  You must come to Jesus.  Jesus 

said, “I am the resurrection and the life.  Whoever believes in me, though he die, yet shall 

he live, and everyone who lives and believes in me shall never die.  Do you believe this” 

(Jn. 11:25-26; ESV)? 

 

The Lord’s Table 
 To believe in Jesus, more specifically means to acknowledge that you are a sinner 

who deserves eternal death, but that Jesus paid the entire penalty for you when he died on 

the cross.  And that he began the resurrection from the dead when he walked out of the 

tomb on the third day and ascended into heaven.  And that he will come back again some 

time soon to take you to be with him. 

 The Lord’s Table contains all those truths in it and is a meal that displays and 

strengthens your faith.  The bread pictures Christ’s body and the wine his blood that was 

broken and poured out for the forgiveness of your sins.  And “whenever you eat this 

bread and drink this cup, you proclaim the Lord’s death until he comes” (1Cor. 11:26).  It 

situates us in this astonishing reality – forgiven, accepted, reconciled to the God of 

Abraham, Issac, Jacob, and  you . 
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Benediction 
Through endurance and the encouragement of the Scriptures may you have hope 

(Romans 15:4) that one day you will come and take your place at the feast with Abraham, 

Isaac and Jacob in the kingdom of heaven (Matthew 8:11). 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

This sermon was addressed originally to the people at Immanuel Baptist Church, Chicago, Illinois, by 

Pastor Nathan Carter on Sunday morning, September 23, 2012.  It is not meant to be a polished essay, but 

was written to be delivered orally.  The mission of Immanuel is to be a multiplying community that enjoys 

and proclaims the Good News of Christ in the great city of Chicago. 
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