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“Children of the Resurrection” — Nov. 6, 2016
Job 19 (ASV)
25 As for me I know that my Redeemer liveth. . . . 26 And after my skin, even this body, is destroyed, Then without my flesh shall I see God.
Luke 20 (NRSV)
27-8Some Sadducees . . . . asked, 29“Now there were seven brothers; the first married, and died childless; 30then the second 31and the third married her, and so in the same way all seven died childless. . . . 33In the resurrection, therefore, whose wife will the woman be?” 34-35Jesus said “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. . . . 38Now he is God not of the dead, but of the living.”
The first thing to say about the question that the Sadducees ask is that it is entirely insincere, since they do not believe in the afterlife. The Sadducees were the Jerusalem priests, extremely conservative and clinging to a very narrow religion. They rejected the prophets and the wisdom literature, and all notions of an afterlife. 

More disturbing even than their dullness of imagination is their insincerity; their preposterous question to Jesus reveals a smirking dishonesty. How ridiculous is this tale of a woman outliving seven husbands? Would nobody notice how her husbands kept dropping like flies? Would no one wonder what was in the breakfasts she was serving them? 

But Jesus can make a teaching moment even out of a flip question. He says that people in this age, in this world, may get married, but those who are “worthy of a place in . . . the resurrection from the dead neither marry nor are given in marriage. Indeed they cannot die any more, because they are like angels and are children of God” (Luke 20:35–36). Being like angels means being in a spiritual and non-sexual body, not in a physical body with sexual biology. In some ways, we will be like we are now: we will have minds, we will learn, we will have friends and teachers. But in other ways our lives will be very different, especially in that we will not have physicality and everything that goes with it. We will have a bodily existence, but not a physical one. That’s hard for us to understand, since we now can only perceive physical bodies, with our current bodily equipment. Well, we will get new equipment, it turns out, when we become children of the Resurrection!

Despite the frivolity of the Sadducees’ question, Jesus gives a useful answer, although possibly directed at others in the audience, those who are not trying to entrap him, but really want to know the truth.

But Jesus uses one of the Sadducees’ own slogans to challenge their narrow-minded disbelief in the afterlife. The Sadducees only believed in the first five books of the Bible, the so-called Books of Moses. So Jesus challenges them, saying “The fact that the dead are raised Moses himself showed, in the story about the bush, where he speaks of the Lord as the God of Abraham, the God of Isaac, and the God of Jacob. Now he is God not of the dead, but of the living; for to him all of them are alive” (Luke 20:37–38). 

So the Sadducees either have to say that God is the God of the dead—which would sound horrible even to their ears—or somehow to allow that Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob are actually still alive, and thus, that there IS an afterlife! Jesus forces them to contemplate the afterlife implication of their favorite phrase “God of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob.” 

This is one of many examples where Jesus tries to get people to think, using the Scriptures. It’s also an instance of how we need to be sincere when we ask questions. Sincerity is the only attitude that allows us to hear the answer. I don’t think the Sadducees really heard the answer, that is, took it to heart and believed it. An insincere heart is a leaky vessel that cannot hold the liquid that is poured into it.  But a sincere heart is one that can hold what is poured in.

We see that in the Job passage. Up to that point in the story, Job has accepted the belief of his culture, that there is no afterlife, that the dead are like shades who can neither hear nor act. In chapter 14, Job says “Mortals lie down and do not rise again” (14:12). But actually, he is beginning to question that. He is struggling with the question of injustice: why do the wicked prosper, and the righteous sometimes suffer? Although the beliefs of his day and age give no hope on this point, Job is starting to wonder if part of the answer to the problem of evil might lie in a life beyond this lifetime. 

And in his personal struggle with this issue, the character Job finally bursts out with an assertion of belief in the afterlife. First he says he wishes his words were engraved and permanently preserved. Well, they have been! Job’s words, at the very least, have had an afterlife! But here is where Job finally asserts that, after his body is destroyed, he will be woken up by his Redeemer and will “see God” (Job 19:25–26 ASV). This was not easy for Job to assert, going against his culture. This affirmation arose in the course of a deep and difficult faith struggle. 

But the key attitude was sincerity. Job was honest in his desire to know the truth. And although it was difficult to affirm something his culture denied, his inner spirit moved him to assert the reality of an afterlife. “I know my Redeemer liveth . . . . I shall see God!” how does he know? Because his inner spirit shows him. This is not some cheap affirmation or delusional concept. This is the real insight of a sincere child of God, struggling to know the truth.

Job’s struggle with faith is not a sin. His sincerity is what counts, and God answers it. And the Sadducees’ lack of struggle, their shallow confidence, is not a virtue. Their insincerity blocks them from hearing God’s answers. It is better to be like Job, even if you struggle and find that your faith wavers. God will answer you. “Seek and you will find” (Matt 7:7 NIV) is a promise to the sincere seeker. It doesn’t matter if you have some uncertainty, as long as you have honesty. It is so much better than the smug attitude of the Sadducees, who are not honestly seeking answers.

So the theme that links these two passages is not only the afterlife, but the importance of sincere questing. Of course, there are some big contrasts between the two stories. Job had to pray and struggle to reach the place where he could declare his faith, while Jesus was confident and sure about the truth he was revealing. But in some very important ways, Jesus is the answer for which Job is striving. Jesus is the answer to all the spiritual hunger that people have, and we see this dramatized in several stories in the gospels. Often will an honest seeker find Jesus, and find his or her answer.

One of the best instances is the story of the elderly poet and prophetess, Simeon and Anna. Simeon spent his days in the Temple precincts, “looking forward to the consolation of Israel” (Luke 2:25); he received a vision from the Holy Spirit “that he would not see death before he had seen the Lord’s Messiah” (v. 26); when Mary and Joseph brought the baby Jesus to the Temple, Simeon recognized the Messiah in the baby Jesus. Also there was the prophetess Anna, who “never left the temple but worshiped there with fasting and prayer night and day” (2:37). Endowed with spiritual power, she also recognized the baby Messiah, and spoke “about the child to all who were looking for the redemption of Jerusalem” (v. 38). And there are other instances where honest seekers were provided with the answer when they meet Jesus. 

So, be like Simeon or Anna, patiently searching for the promised one. Or be like Job, only occasionally able to struggle past the false teachings you have received, and to break through to an insight into truth. But don’t be like the Sadducees, taunting and snickering. Be willing to be challenged, to be shaken up, by the truth. Job was willing to be shaken up; “the hand of God has struck me,” he says (19:21 NIV). 

Be willing to be amazed or fulfilled. Anna was willing to be amazed, and she “began to praise God” (Luke 2:38). Be humble enough to let God change you with his answers. 

And know this: faith in the reality of spiritual progress in the afterlife will change you in this life. In the Gospel of John, Jesus says “whoever believes has eternal life” (6:47). He means we have it as a present possession, as well as a future one. Faith in the eternal watchcare of God heightens one’s faith in the presence of God here and now. And it does provide a partial answer to Job’s question about the presence of evil. It doesn’t give a full and final answer, but there can hardly be a fully satisfying answer to the disturbing reality of human cruelty and sin. We have to accept that we can only get partially satisfying answers to that question. But one of the answers is indeed that nothing evil is eternal. There is no divine anxiety about evil, because evil always has a shelf life; it will not last forever. If it is not worth preserving, it is not preserved. There is no rubbish in heaven. Only that which progresses can persist. Only that which synchronizes with God, will endure.

There is a great spiritual truth in Proverbs, which some of the old translations preserve better than some of the more recent ones: “the path of the righteous is as the dawning light, that shineth more and more unto the perfect day” (Prov 4:18 ASV). Full daylight still lies ahead of us, but it really and truly lights the present time, a time of dawning. Eternal life shines upon us even now. It can take away our fear and doubt, and teach us to trust.

