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It’s “big picture” time. The story of the Sadducees who question Jesus about the afterlife
comes right in the middle of a long section of Luke’s Gospel that takes place in the
Temple in Jerusalem. In the nineteenth chapter, Luke describes Jesus entering Jerusalem
and immediately going up to the Temple and driving out the merchants who had been
allowed to sell their worship-related goods within its walls.
For our God is not the Chapters twenty and twenty-one tell of Jesus going to the
god of stones and Temple every day to teach. There, he is repeatedly
statues, any more thar duestioned by the religious leaders about his authority to do
our God is the god of  the things he is doing. Jesus answers their questions with
the dead. Our God is | riddles and parables that in turn question their own authority.
the God of the living.
Our God is the God of Finally, in chapter twenty-one, Jesus predicts the destruction
life. Haggai proclaims =~ Of the Temple itself at the beginning of an apocalyptic
this in the midst of the description of the days of woe to come before the reign of
ruins of the Temple, God is accomplished. You get to look forward to hearing

and Jesus proclaims it that next Sunday.

i n the Tem . ' ' ' ' )
resurrected glory. Our Now it’s “bigger picture time.” The reading from Haggai

God is the God of life.  9ives an even broader context to this story. Haggai, one of
the last prophets in Hebrew Scripture, stands in the same
exact place as Jesus — the Temple in Jerusalem — five hundred years earlier. The Jews
have returned from exile in Babylon to a devastated city, and they have been rebuilding
their homes, but the Temple still lies in ruins. And in the midst of utter destruction — not a
stone left upon stone — Haggai proclaims that God still cares for Israel, and that they will
prosper, and the Temple will be rebuilt, more glorious than before.

It takes most of five hundred years for that to happen, and Jesus stands in the Temple,
rebuilt in his lifetime by Herod the Great, and predicts its destruction. The rest of
Haggai’s prophecy hasn’t exactly been fulfilled: instead of nations offering homage to
Israel, Jerusalem is occupied, the people oppressed. But the rebuilding of the Temple
made it easier to believe that God’s promise of glory would be fulfilled. But now Jesus is
predicting that the Temple will once again fall.
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No wonder they wanted to kill him. But bear that long story of the rising and falling tides
of Jerusalem, its people, and its Temple in mind as you hear the riddles and parables that
Jesus tells in that highly symbolic building.

In today’s lesson, for instance, the leaders of the Sadducees, a Jewish sect distinctive for
its disbelief in any afterlife, tries to trap Jesus with one of the arguments against
resurrection that they believe is unanswerable.

Say a man dies, and, in accordance with law and custom, his brother marries his widow.
Then the story is repeated through a succession of brothers until the widow finally (and
with some relief, | would guess) dies. Which brother would she be married to in heaven?
Obviously she can’t be married to all of them, right? I mean, a man can have many wives
at once, but for a woman to have many husbands? That just makes no sense! God would
not allow it. And yet God would not dissolve the bonds of marriage. Therefore, ipso
facto,there can be no afterlife. And the Sadducees no doubt expected Jesus to give an
answer that they could then refute, thereby discrediting the whole of Jesus’ teaching.

But Jesus, as you have heard, responds by saying that it is the question, and not the
answer that is wrong. The Sadducees, he implies, not only misunderstand resurrection,
they misunderstand God. And therefore, of course, they misunderstand Jesus.

“Why,” Jesus seems to ask, are you obsessed with death? I am trying to teach you about
life. God is not the God of the dead, but the God of the living.” Marriage, he implies,
matters in this life because it is a sign of the perfect communion with God and with one
another that is the reign of God. Marriage will not matter when the reign of God has been
accomplished.

The glorious building in which Jesus stood matters as a sign of God’s promise, but in the
reign of God; in the time of the fulfillment of that promise, the Temple doesn’t matter.

For our God is not the god of stones and statues, any more than our God is the god of the
dead. Our God is the God of the living. Our God is the God of life. Haggai proclaims this
in the midst of the ruins of the Temple, and Jesus proclaims it in the Temple’s resurrected
glory. Our God is the God of life.

And we proclaim the same thing in this lovely place, knowing that loveliness is not the
point, that these bricks too will not last for ever, but that our God is not the God of bricks
and plaster either. Our God is the God of life.

In his disputes in the Temple, Jesus is offered the chance to comment on many things that
people value: money, the past, fame, power, tradition. And in each case, Jesus responds
not by saying that we value the wrong things, but by telling us that we have
misunderstood value itself. It is not ours to bestow. We cannot make treasure valuable
because we desire it. We cannot make power valuable because we pursue it. We cannot
make tradition valuable because we preserve it.



The things that matter in God’s eyes — love, community, charity, fidelity, hope, life —
have value whether we recognize it or not. And some times it seems that the things we
value — money, power, fame — temples of any kind, material or immaterial, have to
crumble before we can see beyond them to the things that matter.

And whether you, at this moment in your life, are, like Haggai, standing in the ruins, with
evidence of dashed expectation and lost hope on every side, or whether you are, right
now, more like Jesus, sitting in the middle of splendor and comfort, surrounded by
temptations, God’s promise is the same. Our God is the God of life, and Jesus, God’s
Son, has come, is coming, will come, to bring life to you, and to bring it abundantly.
Amen.



