
Matthew 22:23-33
Far better than we can imagine

Don’t disbelieve became of misunderstanding or ignorance

Paddy and Mick are on a transAtlantic flight back to Shannon airport. A
slightly troubling message comes through the sound system.

“This is your captain speaking. Just letting you know that one of our
engines has developed a minor fault, and purely as a safety precaution we will be
shutting it down. No need for anyone to worry, the plane is perfectly safe flying on
three engines. But it’s most likely that we’ll be arriving at Shannon about an hour
late now.  Apologies for that, but we’ll try to make up whatever time we can.”

Paddy and Mick look at each other and sigh. One of those things, I guess.
Only after another ten minutes, the speakers kick in again.

“This is your captain speaking. Seems we’re having one of these days up
here today. Similar hitch with a corresponding engine on the other wing, and once
again it really needs to be shut down for sake of safety. Again, though, let me
assure you that there’s no danger on account of this … but yes, you’ve guessed it,
it’s going to negatively impact on the speed we can make. Current ETA is now two
hours late at Shannon.”

Now the guys look at each other with a definite bit of concern. But what can
you do? So they just try to settle back into reading the books they’ve both brought
for what will now be an even longer flight. At least they might get an extra round of
free drinks …

And after a further half an hour, the speakers click ominously again. And this
time you have to admit it’s really quite worrying news. A small fire, this time, in one
of the two remaining engines. Safely extinguished, but that engine is very definitely
dead. Saying that it’s only one more extra hour on the journey to Shannon is the
least of their worries.

And yet, five hours later, Paddy and Mick are stood safely at the Baggage
Reclaim area in Shannon airport, waiting for their cases to arrive. They finally admit
to one another that they were starting to get more than a bit concerned. Yes, says
Paddy to Mick, if that fourth engine had gone on the blink, I’m sure it would have
been four hours late here at Shannon, and I would have missed my train connection!

Now just stop and think how that joke works. And then try to work out what
story has in common with Jesus’ parable this morning. What mistake does Paddy
make, and how is it the same one that the Sadducees make?

Excuse the technical term here. They both making a mistake with
extrapolation. They are presuming that based on what you can see or measure
here, you can work out what things will be like there.
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For Paddy, he has seen three successive engine failures each result in one
hour delays. So a fourth engine failure, he deduces, would also add a further hour to
the flight time.  But perhaps not.  After all, it is Shannon airport he’s flying to!

And the Sadducees have invented this story, most likely - though I guess it
could have actually happened - which they bring to Jesus to prove, they think, one of
their … I was going to say “beliefs”, but it’s more properly an unbelief:

… Sadducees ..., who say that there is no resurrection, ...
(Matthew 22:23)

They assume without thinking, I would guess, that life in heaven, or in glory, or
in this supposed resurrection, however you might like to term it, life there is going to
be pretty much like life here. We know how marriage works here … so it has to work
like that there, too … surely? And, for their beliefs, conveniently, too. Whereas, here
in this next section in Matthew’s Gospel, Jesus’ reply to the Sadducees shows the
flaws in their reasoning and their basic lack of faith.

And as ever, it won’t do us a huge lot of good to just know that Jesus first
bested the Pharisees their religious arguments, and now he has bested the
Sadducees, too. That really could just be about as vital knowledge as knowing how
far Bolton Wanderers got in the 1959 FA Cup, if it’s just a long-dead fact.

But these Sadducees have made the kind of mistake that we need to be
careful of in our own thinking, too. We could come a cropper in various ways if we
repeat their example, and neglect the explanations Jesus gives. That could give us
false hope about things we’re not promised, or could deprive us of hope that God
intends his children to have. This hope of this resurrection, not just of our bodies,
but of the whole of creation, is part of the birthright of the child of God:

And not only the creation, but we ourselves, who have the firstfruits of
the Spirit, groan inwardly as we wait eagerly for adoption as sons, the
redemption of our bodies. For in this hope we were saved.

(Romans 8:22-24)

Folks, we need to get our heads properly around this. So let’s look a bit more
closely into what Jesus says here, shall we?  We need to hear and know this stuff.

The nuts and bolts of the parable
What do we (and don’t we) know about “the resurrection”?
What else might we be falsely extrapolating?

● The nuts and bolts of the passage

We’ve got yet another parable told in what, by the looks of it, was one single
day, less than a week before the crucifixion. Jesus has been teaching in the Temple,
and the temperature is rising. First of all he has been accosted by a group of the
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Jewish chief priests and elders, and he has replied with the three parables at the end
of chapter 21 and the start of 22. Then it’s the group of Pharisees and Herodians we
read about last week:

Then the Pharisees went and plotted how to entangle him in his words.
And they sent their disciples to him, along with the Herodians, saying ...

(Matthew 22:15-16)

That was the stuff about the Temple Tax, and whose image is on the coin.
Jesus, Matthew tells us, absolutely amazes them by his answer:

When they heard it, they marveled. And they left him and went away.
(Matthew 22:22)

But it is a long day, and Jesus doesn’t have a quieter end to it. Another wave
of likely trouble starts to break on the beach.

The same day Sadducees came to him, who say that there is no
resurrection, and they asked him a question, ...

(Matthew 22:23)

Another different group. Where do they fit into the Jewish religious and
political picture? Last time we had Pharisees, the enthusiasts for the Jewish Law,
seriously religious people, even if that religion was mainly about outward
observances. And Herodians, who we just have to guess about from their name,
presumably more politically motivated supporters of the current system of rule by the
Herod dynasty.

And now Sadducees. We’re told one key thing about their belief system here:
they reject the resurrection. Actually, they’re generally anti-supernatural. See this
from one of Luke’s reports in Acts, explaining why Pharisees and Sadducees very
often violently disagreed with each other:

For the Sadducees say that there is no resurrection, nor angel, nor
spirit, but the Pharisees acknowledge them all.

(Acts 23:8)

So who are the Sadducees of today, do you think? It’s not as simple as just
saying that they’re like the modern aggressive atheists who argue that Science is the
key to understanding everything. But the Sadducees were also religious in their own
way. They accepted - in principle, at least - the five books of Moses, Genesis
through to Deuteronomy, that come at the start of our modern Bibles, but they did not
accept the rest as inspired. They were typically high up in the corridors of power,
too, a small elite ruling class defined, technically, by a theological position … but in
practice quite thorough deniers of stuff rather than believers.

I think I see an analogy with the way the State Church that we have in this
country is intertwined with government, even to this day, with bishops sitting in the
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House of Lords. Positions that are far more political appointments than necessary
expressions of any great degree of personal and orthodox faith. They’re certainly
going to be managers rather than martyrs.

And maybe this group see their chance here to score a few points by bringing
their trickiest question before this new upstart rabbi. If they can score a victory over
him, then they will definitely have one-upped the Pharisees! So … first of all, a quote
from the Jewish Law, which they and Jesus and the Pharisees would all agree on:

… saying, “Teacher, Moses said, ‘If a man dies having no children, his
brother must marry the widow and raise up offspring for his brother.’

(Matthew 22:24)

That’s a fairly accurate summary, even if it’s not a specific quote. It sounds
pretty odd to us nowadays, but this is what is called (technical term) levirate
marriage - from the Latin word levir, meaning brother-in-law. Inheritance was really
important in the Jewish scheme of things, so that provision was coded into their Law.
The family line must continue if at all possible - even if by this rather bizarre means
which, you would think, would probably have to include bigamy at times.

Well then, if this is the case … what do you make of this? Could be fictitious,
cooked up to make the point emphatically and memorably - after all, the same
argument would apply if there were just two brothers in these circumstances. Could
be as fictitious as my Paddy and Mick on the plane to Shannon … or it might actually
have happened. But … stir in this levirate marriage rule, and you get an
unanswerable question arising, surely?

“Now there were seven brothers among us. The first married and died,
and having no offspring left his wife to his brother. So too the second and
third, down to the seventh. After them all, the woman died. In the resurrection,
therefore, of the seven, whose wife will she be? For they all had her.”

(Matthew 22:25-28)

A lot of the commentaries that I read this week see this question as a kind of
expression of mockery, but I’m not convinced by that, I have to say. This is exactly
the way I think, too. I can see all sorts of holes in the arguments I’ve heard
Christians use to try to prove all sorts of things. And it is entirely fair to challenge
some of those simplistic arguments with scenarios that stretch things to their limit.

Certainly it could have been that these Sadducees asked this question with a
very smug and superior tone and attitude - just like some of today’s arrogant atheists
trying to score a point or two. But how would you answer it? I could see some merit
in saying the first, and probably similar merit in saying the last one. And sorry, you
guys in the middle, I don’t see anything to suggest any one of you over any other of
you.

Actually, this is very logical reasoning here. The problem is that the
Sadducees don’t follow the logic through to the real logical conclusion. They jump
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ship to the place they would like to land, and avoid another possible conclusion that
is just as valid … but perhaps more personally challenging.

So I see this as an attempt at what you could call “proof by contradiction”. Is
a statement true? Well, let’s see where it leads us to, if it’s true. If this is true, then
that is true. But what if that is obviously untrue or just total nonsense? It shows
that your original proposal can’t be true.  That’s exactly the line they’re taking here.

Conclusion - for the Sadducees, at least: the resurrection must be untrue.

The problem is that they have imported some ideas into those words “the
resurrection”, and it’s those ideas that actually crumble, not necessarily the whole
possibility of a resurrection. It just means that “the resurrection - in which things are
basically very similar to life as we have it now” is a faulty idea of what it’s all about.
Just as with Paddy and Mick on the plane, they have extrapolated wrongly. And
that leads them, says Jesus, to a false conclusion.

A resurrection like that, of course … that can’t be how it is. First, let’s show
where you went wrong.  And then, we can have a look at what it is like.

But Jesus answered them, “You are wrong, because you know neither
the Scriptures nor the power of God.”

(Matthew 22:29)

And folks, isn’t this something that we need to hear more generally, too? If we
decide to live our lives based simply on our gut feelings, or somebody else’s say-so,
aren’t we really just asking to be wrong? There are all sorts of things doing the
rounds nowadays that are just contrary to what God says in his word, and yet people
as a whole and people as individuals think that nowadays they know so much better.

There is just so much wisdom in this book about how to live, and statements
about what really is, that it’s no surprise that the world is in a mess for tossing it
away. It teaches us that there really is a God, and it teaches us what that God really
is like. It states that this world has a purpose - it is not just a random expression of a
quantum fluctuation - and that purpose centres on Jesus Christ:

He is the image of the invisible God, the firstborn of all creation. For by
him all things were created, in heaven and on earth, visible and invisible,
whether thrones or dominions or rulers or authorities — all things were
created through him and for him.

(Colossians 1:15-16)

Leave that out of the equation, and no surprise if your sums don’t add up.
And it is these Scriptures that also attest - going back to Jesus’ statement - to

But Jesus answered them, “You are wrong, because you know neither
the Scriptures nor the power of God.”

(Matthew 22:29)
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The power to change individual people:

And such were some of you. But you were washed, you were sanctified,
you were justified in the name of the Lord Jesus Christ and by the Spirit of our
God.

(1 Corinthians 6:11)

And power to step in and turn the entire creation upside down - or maybe the
right way up again - when he sees that it is time.

… the day of God, because of which the heavens will be set on fire and
dissolved, and the heavenly bodies will melt as they burn! But according to his
promise we are waiting for new heavens and a new earth in which
righteousness dwells.

(2 Peter 3:12-13)

That’s pretty relevant to the Sadducees’ little story, isn’t it? What will emerge
after all of that, “the resurrection”, if you like, could be radically different as well as
radically the same. Look, it’s still “heavens and earth” - radically the same - but,
unlike our current set-up, “in which righteousness dwells” - radically different!

So here are some corrections for the Sadducees. First, about marriage more
specifically:

“For in the resurrection they neither marry nor are given in marriage, but
are like angels in heaven.”

(Matthew 22:30)

And now about resurrection more generally - deliberately quoting from a bit of
the OT they were supposed to believe:

“And as for the resurrection of the dead, have you not read what was
said to you by God: ‘I am the God of Abraham, and the God of Isaac, and the
God of Jacob’? He is not God of the dead, but of the living.”

(Matthew 22:31-32)

That’s quite a thought, isn’t it? It reminds me of a quote which might have
been D L Moody or C H Spurgeon … or someone else, along the lines of:

One day you will read about me, that I have died.
Do not believe it!  For I will be more gloriously alive than ever.

And it seems that Jesus’ hearers and his overhearers were quite taken aback
by all of this:

And when the crowd heard it, they were astonished at his teaching.
(Matthew 22:33)
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● What do we (and don’t we) know about “the resurrection”?

What questions come to mind when you see this up on the screen? Are they
details, or are they more the big questions about the whole idea itself? You know, it
could be that we are being slowly infected with the spirit of the age that is not so far
different from the Sadducees.

How can you believe this kind of stuff? If that’s the kind of question you have,
then maybe you need the kind of answer that Jesus gave those Sadducees, way
back. They made an assumption, which Jesus pushed back against: “the
resurrection” is not just like the life that we know now. We mustn’t think that it all
transfers over automatically, like when you have a new mobile phone and you get
automatically set up precisely the same apps as on your old one.

And there’s an assumption that Peter quotes, back in the 1st century, that is
just as current nowadays: everything continues on smoothly.

They will say, “Where is the promise of his coming? For ever since the
fathers fell asleep, all things are continuing as they were from the beginning of
creation.”

(2 Peter 3:4)

That’s “naturalism”, in the theological sense, a statement that God (if he, she,
it, they, whatever, does actually exist) can’t or won’t intervene in this world, and
certainly not in any big ways that will trouble the world order.

Once again, do you see what is being missed out? You could give exactly the
same answer that Jesus did:

“You are wrong, because you know neither the Scriptures nor the power
of God.”

(Matthew 22:29)

Or how about bouncing back a question?  That’s usually quite effective.

“Why is it thought incredible by any of you that God raises the dead?”
(Acts 26:8)

If he most certainly did in one case - as we started off this morning …

For I delivered to you as of first importance ... that he was raised on the
third day in accordance with the Scriptures, ...

(1 Corinthians 15:3-4)

And look again, the power of God and the word of God there, linked together.
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Yes, but what about details, though? What about my family and friends? Will
there be dogs and dinosaurs in heaven? What will my resurrection body look like?
Will we recognise each other? All sorts of questions start to emerge when you lift
this stone and start poking around underneath, don’t they?

I think we need to hear a general answer from Scripture to this, though.
Here’s the question.  Do you know what follows?

But someone will ask, “How are the dead raised? With what kind of body
do they come?”

(1 Corinthians 15:35)
You foolish person! ...

(1 Corinthians 15:36)

Not for asking the question, but for looking for the wrong kind of answers, I
expect. We want relatively trivial detail. Will my appendix scar still be there? The
answers that we get are far more profound - but difficult to precisely pin down.

What is sown is perishable; what is raised is imperishable. It is sown in
dishonour; it is raised in glory. It is sown in weakness; it is raised in power. It
is sown a natural body; it is raised a spiritual body.

(1 Corinthians 15:42-44)

Sometimes we’re told more what won’t be there than what precisely will.

And I heard a loud voice from the throne saying, “Behold, the dwelling
place of God is with man. He will dwell with them, and they will be his people,
and God himself will be with them as their God. He will wipe away every tear
from their eyes, and death shall be no more, neither shall there be mourning,
nor crying, nor pain anymore, for the former things have passed away.”

(Revelation 21:3-4)

And one of those things that we heard from Jesus’ lips were that marriage as
we know it now is one of those things that relates to this life but not to “the
resurrection”:

“For in the resurrection they neither marry nor are given in marriage, but
are like angels in heaven.”

(Matthew 22:30)

And yet I’m not so sure that I’d say marriage becomes a totally irrelevant
concept.  Remember how “the resurrection” is also described!

And the angel said to me, “Write this: Blessed are those who are invited
to the marriage supper of the Lamb.”

(Revelation 19:9)
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It looks to me as if it has become something even bigger. We thought we had
clambered nearly to the top of Carn Brea, but behind it we now find Mount Everest.

Folks, time to think through a few more of these this evening. But for now,
can I drop two questions on you about all of this?

Will you delight in the certainties of the resurrection?

Will you delight in the uncertainties of the resurrection?

Your favourite uncle and aunt are coming to visit at Christmas. They have
sent a present for you on in advance. It is there sitting under the Christmas tree,
and you have no idea what is in it. But, knowing your aunt and uncle as you do …
do you doubt that Christmas morning, when you open that present, is going to be
wonderful?  Isn’t the not knowing now going to be so totally worth it then?

But can we now just briefly ask a broader question?

● What else might we be falsely extrapolating?

We might know very well how things work in one realm … but do we falsely
transfer those principles into realms where they don’t work? I’ve doodled with a few
ideas along these lines this week, and there seems to be one big one. A false
assumption, I have to insist:

The church is very much like the world outside

We’d be naive to say that they’re two totally different things, of course. Both
are inhabited by fallen and fallible people. There have been revelations about the
lives of some high-profile names in the Church that have shocked and appalled and
saddened many people in this last year. I’m not saying that at times the Church isn’t
too much like the world.

But the world largely operates on power, be it physical strength or economic
clout. The world largely runs by rules, which people try to find loopholes through.
The world largely focuses on external appearances; did you notice the worries
featured on the news yesterday that now it’s supplies of fake tan that are running
low.

And though the world might admire extending forgiveness that is truly earned,
it doesn’t know a whole lot about grace.

Why to all of those?  Exactly the same that Jesus said to the Sadducees:

“You are wrong, because you know neither the Scriptures nor the power
of God.”

(Matthew 22:29)
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So the power of God is used not to simply crush enemies, but to live different
lives:

… by purity, knowledge, patience, kindness, the Holy Spirit, genuine
love; by truthful speech, and the power of God; with the weapons of
righteousness for the right hand and for the left; through honour and
dishonour, through slander and praise. We are treated as impostors, and yet
are true; ...

(2 Corinthians 6:6-8)

Not to get your way in a Church Members’ meeting, but

As each has received a gift, use it to serve one another, as good
stewards of God's varied grace:

(1 Peter 4:10)

Observing rules not just grudgingly, and in appearance only:

… as bondservants of Christ, doing the will of God from the heart,
(Ephesians 6:6)

Using the liberty we have been given not solely for ourselves

For you were called to freedom, brothers. Only do not use your freedom
as an opportunity for the flesh, but through love serve one another. For the
whole law is fulfilled in one word: “You shall love your neighbour as yourself.”
But if you bite and devour one another, watch out that you are not consumed
by one another.

(Galatians 5:13-15)

Paul still has that warning there at the end. Don’t go back the old worldly way
of thinking and living. It wasn’t so good, really, was it? Because, above all, that
world just cannot comprehend the grace of God. It is only to the people of God that
anyone can say

For you know the grace of our Lord Jesus Christ, that though he was
rich, yet for your sake he became poor, so that you by his poverty might
become rich.

(2 Corinthians 8:9)

Folks, has that grace of the Lord Jesus Christ made you rich? Have you
known the peace of having the weight of your sins lifted off your shoulders? …

My chains fell off
My heart was free

I rose, went forth, and followed Thee
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Instead of the confusion of those Sadducees, have you come into the glorious
light and promise of new life, starting now, having known the Scriptures,

… the sacred writings, which are able to make you wise for salvation
through faith in Christ Jesus.

(2 Timothy 3:15)

The Scriptures, and the power of God - that raised Jesus from the dead, and
will raise us too:

And God raised the Lord and will also raise us up by his power.
(1 Corinthians 6:14)

Don’t disbelieve became of misunderstanding or ignorance
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