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We live in a time of doctrinal turmoil today.  Given the nature of man we should not be surprised.  But this is not a problem only of our age.  Unbelievers and believers have disagreed on numerous doctrinal tenets, particularly as it relates to the nature of God and Scripture, since the beginning of time.  The skeptic ridicules the existence of God while the believer holds the existence and nature of God to be the central tenet of their faith.  Who is right?


But doctrinal conflict also exists among those who profess to believe.  One’s view of Scripture and God guides one to believe in someone or something.  The Muslim, the Jew, the Hindu, the Buddhist, the Jehovah Witness, the Mormon and the Christian all claim to believe in God and Scripture.  They all have written tenets of faith that they believe to be true that form their beliefs concerning God, man, sin, and salvation.  But they all believe in a different god and a different rule of faith.  Who is right?


The conflict is heightened when we examine the doctrinal beliefs just within the camp of professing Christianity.  Roman Catholicism teachings are notably different than that of Protestants.  But even Protestants interpret the same Scripture differently, leading to numerous Protestant denominations today.  Within those different denominations, conflict arises over doctrine.  Just consider Baptists in America today.  There are Northern Baptists and Southern Baptists, New England Baptists and Continental Baptists, Free Will Baptists, Reformed Baptists, General Baptists, and American Baptists, just to mention a few.  And we all know of the doctrinal disagreement that exists just among Southern Baptists.  Who is right?


Perhaps the question, “Who is right?” is not the question that we should ask.  A better question would be, “What is truth?”  This was Pilate’s great question to Jesus during His trial.  Regardless of Pilate’s concern or response, his question should be the basis of our evangelical motive today.  


In our text this morning, Jesus gives us the way in which we should approach those who disagree with us in doctrinal matters.  Our evangelism and our teaching should be focused on the Word of God and the nature of God.  Anything less falls short of answering the question, “What is truth?”  Yes, there will be areas where we continue to agree to disagree.  But in matters that are essential, we must stand on the truth.  How did Jesus do that in this text?
I.   The Question of the Sadducees  (12:18-23)


Last week we looked at two groups who were generally opposed to one another unite in their animosity towards Christ.  The Pharisees represented the religion of the Jews and loathed the politics of the Herodians. The Herodians represented the political realm that existed in Jesus’ day and pledged their allegiance to Rome and could have cared less about the religion of the Pharisees.  Jesus sternly answered their question concerning the poll tax and exposed their hypocrisy in His reply, “Render to Caesar the things that are Caesar’s, and to God the things that are God’s” (8:17).  


Having their trap sprung by Jesus, another group approached Him with what they considered to be the prime conundrum.  The Sadducees were both a political and a religious party who, like the Herodians, were also directly opposed to the Pharisees, denying many of the beliefs that characterized Judaism.  Others considered them brash and unconcerned about anyone but themselves.  The animosity between the Sadducees and the Pharisees is revealed in the writings of the Jewish historian Josephus, who wrote, “The Sadducees . . . are, even among themselves, rather boorish in their behavior, and in their intercourse with their peers are as rude as aliens.”
  The basis of their disagreement was that the Sadducees, unlike the Pharisees, rejected anything that had to do with the supernatural, apart from God Himself.  Based on this denial, as we read earlier in Acts 23, the Sadducees especially denied the resurrection of the dead, the existence of angels, and the future life of the spirit. Their theology was based solely on the first five books of the Old Testament, the Pentateuch.  It is their interpretation of one of those texts that served as the basis for their approach to Jesus on this day.



1.  The scenario (vv. 18-22)


The Sadducees approached Jesus with a puzzle that they had evidently presented over and again to the Pharisees.  This was the talk in the classroom and on the playground.  The Sadducees felt that they had a leg up on the Pharisees who were unable to answer the questions they posed.  They undoubtedly thought that Jesus would be as inept as the Pharisees in solving their perceived dilemma.  Kent Hughes captures the spirit of these men, “Being mean-spirited, superior, and self-righteous, they would take care of this country bumpkin.”
  The scenario was presented as follows, “Teacher, Moses wrote for us that if a man’s brother dies, and leaves behind a wife, and leaves no child, his brother should take the wife, and raise up offspring to his brother.”


They Sadducees referred to Moses’ teaching in Deuteronomy 25:5-10, a section of the Old Testament Pentateuch that they believed to be divinely inspired.  The purpose of their scenario was to get Jesus to contradict the teaching of Moses and thereby contradict God Himself.  In that section of Scripture, God had made provision for a family to be raised up for a husband who died childless.  A near relative would marry his widow, and the first child would be counted as the dead man’s child.  In this way, the legacy of the man and his honor would not be lost.  Those of you who were present when we preached through the book of Ruth will remember that this aspect of Levirate law served as the foundation for the kinsman-redeemer relationship of Ruth and Boaz, a relationship that pointed to Jesus’ relationship with those whom He would secure eternal relations with at the cross.  It is this eternal aspect of Jesus’ role as the kinsman-redeemer that was at stake in how He solved this riddle of the Sadducees.


Having stated the Levirate promise, they put forth the following scenario: Suppose a situation arose where a man died childless, and his brother, exercising his right according to the Law, married her, but he also died childless . . . and so on, until six of his brothers had married the woman, all dying childless and then, sadly, the wife died.  The scenario was most likely hypothetical, though it may have been borrowed from the apocryphal book of Tobit, which, oddly enough, they would not have seen as divinely inspired.  There we find the bizarre tale of a woman who married seven times only to have each husband strangled by a demon in the bedchamber on the wedding night.
  Regardless of how they came up with this scenario, whether it was true or fictitious, real or hypothetical, their motive was quickly exposed.  


2.  The question (v. 23)


“In the resurrection, when they rise again, which one’s wife will she be?”  Given the scenario, we must admit that this is a viable question.  But given their heart, we see the obstinacy of it.  Remember, they did not believe in the resurrection because it involved the supernatural.  They come to Jesus with a scenario in an effort to have Him address something that they did not even believe in.  It was a trap shrewdly set by wicked men.  The argument is classified by the Latin phrase reductio ad absurdum, reduction to the absurd.  It is an attempt to show that some basic belief cannot be true because its implications seem ridiculous.  If God had given the Levirate law, which all agreed He had, it would be ridiculous to believe in the resurrection.  Given this scenario, just look what might happen!  The consequences and the difficulty were irreconcilable to in the mind of the Sadducees.  Could God command something on this earth only to have its requirements change in another life?  The Sadducees’ question revealed their theology, or atheology.  


William Hendriksen keenly shows the problem with the Sadducees approach:

It is clear, of course, that the entire representation was absurd. It was atrociously unfair; for Jesus, though believing in the doctrine of the physical resurrection, did not believe that for people who before they died had become married, this married state would continue after the resurrection. What the opponents were doing, therefore, was setting up a man of straw, to be bowled down very readily. Not the doctrine of the resurrection but the assumption from which the Sadducees were proceeding was false. In fact, it was grotesquely fictitious.


Hendriksen reveals the schemes of those like the Sadducees, who take a doctrine that they refuse to believe, whether it be from misinterpretation or outright ignorance, and attach a belief to it that the one affirming the doctrine does not believe.  In this case, the Sadducees presumed that marriage would be recognized in the resurrection.  But Jesus, as we will see, did not believe or teach that because it was not the Word of God.  They were trying to put words in Jesus’ mouth that simply were not true.


We see this type of argument set forth by those who disagree with various doctrines today, especially in relation to the doctrines of grace.  They wrongly assume that to affirm the doctrines of election or predestination necessarily leads one to be cold in evangelism.  They go on to say that those who affirm the doctrine of God’s gracious and effectual call somehow subvert the biblical teaching of the necessity of repentance and faith.  However, this is to build a straw man that can easily be ripped apart because, like the Sadducees, they attach some teaching or belief to a doctrine that at the very least is disingenuous and at the most blatantly untrue.  While it is true that some are misguided in the way they approach evangelism and the necessities of the gospel, it is unfair to lump all people into one category.  There were certainly those in Jesus’ day, probably the Pharisees themselves, who still clung to the kingdom of God being on this earth, a political kingdom over against a spiritual kingdom, who believed that marriage would be recognized in the resurrection.  But that was not the case with Jesus, who as the living Word of God is the source of all truth.  The Sadducees miscalculated Who it was they approached, equating Jesus’ doctrine with the doctrine of the Pharisees who had no answer for their riddle.  But Jesus shattered their straw man!

II.  The Response of Christ (12:24-27)

Jesus wasted no time in addressing their question, framing His response in their ignorance, “You are mistaken … greatly mistaken” (vv. 24, 27).  But Jesus does not tell them they were wrong and simply leave them be.  He addresses why or how they were mistaken.  In His response He provides an example for us when we have theological and doctrinal conflict with others.  


1.  Ignorance of God’s Word (vv. 24-26) 


First, He points them to their ignorance of God’s Word.  Jesus answered, “You do not understand the Scriptures.”  They failed to understand what God had taught.  Had they known the Scriptures, they would have known that there is nothing in Deuteronomy 25:5-10 that teaches about the resurrection or the afterlife.  They were imposing something on the text that was not there.  However, in conflict with their denial of the resurrection, there were passages in the Old Testament that taught of the bodily resurrection of the body.  Jesus’ assertion of their ignorance was not that they were ignorant of the passages themselves.  They knew they were contained in the writings.  But they had wrongly interpreted those passages and therefore misunderstood them.  This led to ignorance of what they taught and believed.  Had they really understood the Old Testament, they would have believed in the resurrection of the body.


Jesus demonstrated this ignorance by pointing them both indirectly and directly to the Penateuchal writings they claimed to believe.  Given the truth of the bodily resurrection, Jesus stated, “For when they rise from the dead, they neither marry, nor are given in marriage, but are like angels in heaven.”  In His wisdom, Jesus in this one phrase shatters all of their presumption concerning the supernatural.  “For when they rise from the dead” shows the certainty of a physical, bodily resurrection.  Jesus then indirectly refers back to the Old Testament to shatter another of their misunderstandings, that concerning angels.  Jesus said that marriage or recognition of marriage is not even an argument.  Marriage is not viable because dead people do not marry.  Recognition of marriage is not viable because recognition is for this world only and not the world beyond.  His questioners thought of the resurrection life only in terms of these earthly conditions.  However, in the afterlife, there will be no death, no marriages, and no births.  Marriage will accordingly be a thing of the past.  


This describes how those resurrected to eternal life with Him are “like angels in heaven.”  Jesus did not say that they are “angels,” but are “like angels” who neither marry, nor are given in marriage, nor reproduce.  Of course, this addresses another of the misunderstandings the Sadducees had of Scripture concerning angels.  They denied their existence, yet in the very writings they claimed to believe are found numerous references to angels, four or five in Genesis alone (Gen. 19:1, 15; 28:12; 32:1).  And just in case there were any Pharisees around, notice Jesus said that these angels are located “in heaven.”  Jesus destroys the belief that the resurrection was of this earth.  Yes, He said, there is Scriptural evidence of a bodily resurrection, angels, the afterlife, and no, there will be no marriage in heaven in the earthly sense.  


Jesus does not teach hear that we will not recognize our loved ones in heaven.  As John Broadus noted, “The spiritual affinities which led to marriage, the sympathies cultivated and rendered habitual in married life, the sacred memories of endearing intimacy, will doubtless abide.”  “But,” he noted, “so exalted and purified as to be no longer exclusive.”
  According to Broadus, in heaven these earthly family relationships will be transcended when we see Christ in all of His glory face to face and have perfect communion with Him and the entire body of the saints.


But just in case they still failed to recognize what Jesus was saying, He directly quotes Scripture to validate His argument concerning the resurrection.  “But regarding the fact that the dead rise again, have you not read in the book of Moses, in the passage about the burning bush, how God spoke to him, saying, ‘I am the God of Abraham, and the God of Isaac, and the God of Jacob’?  He is not the God of the dead, but of the living.”  You wicked Sadducees, even Moses, who you claim to believe and whose writings you tried to trap me with, showed the truth of the resurrection.  Just in case you don’t have a scroll with you, let me remind you of what Moses wrote.  Surely you know the story of the burning bush.  Do you not remember what happened on that day, how God called out to Moses.  And what is it that He said?  You remember, don’t you?  “I am the God of Abraham, and the God of Isaac, and the God of Jacob.”  And where, you Sadducees were Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob when God spoke these words to Moses?  They were dead.  What does this suggest?  If they stayed dead, of what use would it be for God to announce to Moses that He was still their God?  I think you will agree, fair Sadducees, that God claimed they were not still dead, but alive.  Would not even your logic then lead you to believe that He is the God of the living and not of the dead?  And if they are no longer dead, does this not, from the mouth of God Himself, prove the resurrection of the dead?


The Sadducees had no answer.  Jesus silenced them by directing them to the very Scriptures they claimed to believe.  Here Jesus provides us with the first place we should begin in our apologetic, in our defense of faith and doctrine.  When disagreement exists, we should go straight to the Word of God.  This shows the importance of knowing and rightly understanding the Word of God.  Not just knowing its contents, but how each and every part works together in the whole counsel of God.  Our goal should be to silence them with the Scripture, not simply win the argument.  When we do this, we show them that their argument is not with us, but with God.  Yes, we believe this to be true because we believe it is what God said.  But our motive is to lead them to believe it for the same reason, that the Word might transform their hearts and minds and shape and mold them into the image of Christ.


2.  Ignorance of God’s power (vv. 26-27) 


 The Sadducees believed in a supernatural God but not the God of the supernatural.  They had a distorted view of the power of God in relation to the miracles He performed to demonstrate His sovereignty over the supernatural realm.  Forget the fact that they stood in front of God in Christ on this occasion, who had verified the truthfulness of His claims over and over again in the supernatural miracles He had performed.  Raising the dead to life, walking on water, restoring sight to the blind, hearing to the deaf, causing the lame to walk and casting out demons.  Were these just something that Jesus pulled out of His magic hat?  


But Jesus does not point them to His miracles, which they had seen or heard and refused to believe.  He knew that they did not perceive Him to be God of very God so He points them again to what they claimed they believed in the Pentateuch.  If they truly understood the nature of the miracle-working God in the Old Testament, they would not have doubted that same God’s power to raise the dead found there.

1) The Creation account itself, in which God created everything ex nihilo, out of nothing demonstrates His power.  Of course, this still stumps the skeptics today who refuse to attribute that Creation is the handiwork of the Almighty.  God then breathed life into the lifeless body of Adam, a type of resurrection from the dead (Gen. 2:7), what Kent Hughes calls the proto-resurrection, or first resurrection.

2) In Genesis 5:24 we read, “And Enoch walked with God; and he was not, for God took him.”  While this is not the language of death to life, it implies that God took Him from life to life.  How, Sadducees, do you explain that apart from the power of God?

3) When Abraham took Isaac up the mountain to sacrifice him, he ordered his servant, “Stay here with the donkey, and I and the lad will go over there; and we will worship and return to you” (Gen. 22:5).  While it is difficult to know exactly what Abraham meant, it shows that at the very least he was trusting God to deliver Isaac because they would both return.  While some believe that Abraham had an understanding that God would provide a ram, Kent Hughes suggests that Abraham believed the promises of God and that Isaac had to be delivered because of the promises associated with the covenant.  An heir had to come from Isaac.  Therefore, if he were to die, Abraham believed in the resuscitating, if not resurrection, power of God.  If that is the case, Sadducees, then why do you not believe?

4) Israel’s deliverance from Egypt was a national resurrection brought by miracle after miracle after miracle – not the least of which were the crossing of the Red Sea and then the manna, quail, and water.  Sadducees, do you not see the symbolism provided here of God’s life-giving power?  


All of this proves God’s commitment to His covenant found in the Pentateuch.  Sinclair Ferguson picks up on this truth and the significance of Jesus’ argument:

God’s covenant promise to save his people would not be of any significance if it were overcome and shattered by death.  It would be a tawdry salvation that lasted only in this life.  The commitment of God to His servants, Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob, Jesus argued, is itself adequate proof of the resurrection. If the Sadducees had known the power of God as those patriarchs had done, they would realize that hope in God is not for this life only.  In a word, Jesus was saying, to deny the resurrection is simply to deny God and his true character.  Deny the resurrection and you become a practical atheist.


In other words, Jesus said they had it all wrong.  They presumed that the resurrection and the afterlife conflicted with God’s plan.  However, the resurrection and eternity fulfilled God’s plan of salvation.  Their hope was tied to this world, and because of this, they were men to be most pitied (1 Cor. 15:19).

Conclusion


Jesus demonstrated how we should approach those who disagree with us.  Our ultimate goal is to point them to God, what He has revealed of Himself in Scripture.  Then, and only then, will they see themselves as they really are and know their greatest need.  In order to accomplish this, we must know our Bibles to defend our faith accordingly.  Jesus touched on a raw spot with the Sadducees.  They only presumed that they knew Scripture.  Jesus proved otherwise.  The importance of knowing the Word of God cannot be overstated.  

1 Peter 3:13-16 – 13 Who is there to harm you if you prove zealous for what is good?  14 But even if you should suffer for the sake of righteousness, you are blessed. AND DO NOT FEAR THEIR INTIMIDATION, AND DO NOT BE TROUBLED, 15 but sanctify Christ as Lord in your hearts, always being ready to make a defense to everyone who asks you to give an account for the hope that is in you, yet with gentleness and reverence; 16 and keep a good conscience so that in the thing in which you are slandered, those who revile your good behavior in Christ will be put to shame.

Peter said that as long as we are seeking to walk with Christ in faithfulness to His Word that we should expect opposition.  We should be ready to stand firm in the essentials, choosing our battles wisely.  We must take care that we do not get caught up in the things that do not matter and lose the ear of the opposition in things that do matter.  And Peter reminds us that we are to do so “with gentleness and reverence.”  The Word is offensive to those who do not believe; but we are not to be offensive.  When we leave them, having pointed them to the Word and the God of the Word, they should recognize that their argument is with Him and His truth, not with us.


Jude implored his readers to “contend earnestly for the faith which was once for all handed down to the saints” (Jude 3).  What was the source of Jude’s imploring?  “Certain persons have crept in unnoticed” (Jude 4) who had abused and mishandled God’s Word for their own godless purposes and who sought to lead others astray.  So Jude tells them, “Contend earnestly for the faith.”  A mind saturated with Scripture, from its preaching, teaching, reading, memorizing, meditating, and application, will be able to overcome the hypocritical objections to the Christian faith and rightly defend the Church against false doctrine.


We can expect opposition to the Word from without as well as from within the Church.  How well do you know your Bible today?  Are you ready to give a defense of the faith by wielding the sword of the Spirit?
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