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SATURDAY NIGHT AT THE TEMPLE ...
LET’S GET READY TO RUMBLE!

Luke 20:27-38

You’d think that on Saturday nights at the temple, the place would be as deserted as a ghost 
town.  Worship is over and all the sacrifices have been made.  Why, if you look closely you’d swear 
you had just seen a tumbleweed go rumbling through, the place is so empty.

But no, that’s not the way it is at all.  Now that worship is over and the law has been fulfilled 
in regard to Sabbath duties, the real activity has begun.  The real fun in going to temple, you see, 
has to do with the Saturday night debates.  That’s when all the various groups within Jewish life like to 
get together and argue their respective points of view.


Now, don’t be fooled into thinking you can begin a statement by saying, “The Jews believed 

this or the Jews believed that.”  You might be interested to know that in the first century, there 
were just about as many different kinds of Jews as today there are different kinds of Baptists.  Some 
believed one thing, and others believed something entirely different.

You had your scribes, you had your Pharisees, you had your Sadducees, just to name a few.  
And on Saturday night at the temple, these different groups of Jews just loved to get into 
arguments about what they believed.  One of their favorite things to do was defend their turf and 
fool the other guys with their clever theological debates.  Talk about straining out a gnat and 
swallowing a camel!  But it was fun to see how much aggravation you could stir up on a Saturday 
night down at the temple.  Let’s get ready to rumble!

They had their liberals and conservatives ... the Pharisees were the liberals in the group, while 
the Sadducees were the conservatives.  The Sadducees, who tended to be more wealthy and 
aristocratic than the Pharisees, relied solely on the Pentateuch ... the first five books of the Old 
Testament.  If it wasn’t clearly stated in there, then you could forget it.  And, as far as they were 
concerned, there was no mention of the resurrection of the dead anywhere in what they called “The 
Books of Moses.”  That’s why they were considered more conservative.  If it didn’t say it in the 
Pentateuch, the first five books of their Bible ... they just didn’t believe it.  In fact, the first five books of 
the Old Testament were the only Bible they had.

The Pharisees, on the other hand, depended not only on the Pentateuch, but also thought 
that the prophets, who had roamed the land a few hundred years before, were spokes persons for 
Yahweh.  They also believed in the oral tradition that had circulated for many years in regard to 
Moses, and within that oral tradition was a belief in the resurrection of the dead.  Not the Sadducees.  
They stubbornly held to the belief that since the Pentateuch doesn’t mention resurrection ... there must 
not be a resurrection.

So, now you have the backdrop to this confrontation between the Sadducees and Jesus that 
the lectionary gave us for our passage today.  And since Jesus is the new prophet in town ... and 
most of his time up to this point has been spent skirmishing with the Pharisees and/or the scribes ...
it’s now the Sadducees’ turn to take him on.  They are determined to see what this obscure, Galilean, 
self-proclaimed teacher/preacher is made of.  So, here they are with their clever little riddle.


Have you ever had anybody do that to you?  Try to get you into an argument over your 

beliefs?  You can imagine that, since I’m a preacher, I’ve had my encounter or two.  You know, 
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somebody comes to me and asks me a question about the Bible, or something of a theological 
nature.  It doesn’t happen as often as you might think, but it has happened.

How I respond in situations like that, is usually based on what I think the motive of the 
person is who’s doing the asking.  Is the person honestly trying to find some answers about his or 
her faith, or are they trying to get me to just agree with an attitude they’ve had for a long time and 
have no intention of changing?  It’s generally the latter.

And I suspect that’s the way it was for Jesus when he was confronted by the religious leadership 
in Jerusalem ... especially in this little encounter with the Sadducees.

You see, the Sadducees, when they ask Jesus this question, they aren’t trying to learn 
anything new.  They don’t really have any interest in the resurrection or the life to come.  They don’t
believe in it, and nothing and nobody is going to change their minds.  They’re toying with Jesus, 
trying to get him riled up, or maybe take a sideways stab at the Pharisees in the process ... you know, 
prove their theological and biblical superiority over those who disagree with them.  After all, it’s 
Saturday Night at the Temple and everybody knows if this kind of thing is going to happen, it’s going to 
happen then and there ... Let’s Get Ready to Rumble!


Well, it happened to me one time when I was an Associate Pastor back in Pueblo, Colorado.  I 

had a guy call my office and ask if he could speak with me about a concern he had.  He wasn’t a 
member of my congregation, but I try to help everybody, you know.  Well, he shows up at the 
designated time ... along with two other men ... members of his church, the Church of Christ a few 
blocks down the street.  I was a little nervous, but invited them into my office. And then they hit me 
with the question: Why was a Presbyterian minister?  After my initial response, all three of then 
proceeded to tell me that since I was a Presbyterian minister, I was going to hell.  The only church 
that was legitimate in the eyes of God was theirs ... The Church of Christ ... and I was leading 
hundreds of people the wrong way and with me, right along to hell!  I knew there was no way I was 
going to win this debate, but let me tell you: I was ready to rumble!  It was an interesting
“conversation,” to say the least.

Well, the Sadducees have stuck a riddle under Jesus’ nose, and this time they think they’ve 
got him.  But Jesus was probably just a little bit more prepared to rumble than I.  The riddle
involved seven weddings and a funeral, and true to form, they’re using their beloved Deuteronomy
... straight out of the Books of Moses ... as their proof text.

When it came to governing the early life of Israel, the early fathers tried to think of every 
contingency ... any eventuality that might come up.  One of the solutions they came up with was 
known as the “Yibbum” (pronounced "yee-boom") or the Levirate Law of Marriage.  In the book of 
Deuteronomy (25:5-10) there’s a provision made that insures the continuation of the family.  And 
since this was a male-oriented society, all possibilities were covered from that perspective.

For example: What happens when a man dies, leaving a widow without a son to take care of 
her?  Is she left to fend for herself?  No, the man’s brother must marry the woman who had 
previously been his sister-in-law.  Then, if a son is born to them, he’s considered to be the son of the 
deceased brother, so, as the law puts it, the deceased man’s “name may not be blotted out of Israel”
(Deut. 25:6).  Did you catch all of that?

Alright, so here’s the riddle that the shrewd and calculating minds of the clever Sadducees 
throw out to Jesus: There was a family in which there were seven brothers.  All of these guys
married the same woman ... because of all the brothers dying.  [I think I might have checked what 
she was feeding them, but that’s beside the point.)  Not one of them produced a child.  Finally, the 
woman also died.  “In the resurrection,” they want to know, “whose wife will the woman be?  For (all) 
the seven (brothers) had married her.”
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Ooooooh, that is a good one, isn’t it?  Wonder how long it took them to come up with that?  
Can’t you just see them, putting their heads together in order to conjure up a puzzle like that?  
There’s just one hitch ... at least as far as Jesus is concerned.  Jesus knows the Sadducees don’t
believe in the resurrection.  In fact, everybody knows the Sadducees don’t believe in the resurrection.  
That’s one of the things they rumble about every Saturday night in the temple!  So, if they don’t 
believe in the resurrection, why are they challenging Jesus with a riddle about the resurrection? 

That’s a good question, and I’m glad you asked.

They’re trying to set him up, aren’t they?  They’re not honestly trying to better understand 
their faith ... their doctrine.  They’re not interested in stretching their minds or learning new things.  
They already know what they believe, or in this case ... don’t believe.  They are undeniably fixed in 
their position that there was no resurrection of the dead, and nobody, especially this obscure, 
Galilean, self-proclaimed teacher/preacher, is going to change their minds one single iota.  The 
Sadducees are not about to think outside the box of their theological orthodoxy.

And I’ve got to tell you, there’s no evidence that Jesus convinced them they were wrong.  
But he certainly gave them something to think about, didn’t he? 

There’s plenty here for us to consider as well ... and it doesn’t necessarily coincide with our 
theological comfort level either.


For those with long, strong marriages, these words of Jesus might be only a bit short of 

offensive.  If two people, who have loved each other for decades, want to continue their relationship 
in heaven, what Jesus says could be disturbing.  However, on the other hand, it might provide a bit
of comfort.


One minister tells the story of a woman with terminal cancer.  Her husband suddenly died of 

a heart attack.  At the funeral, well-meaning friends leaned over to her as she sat in her wheelchair 
and reminded her that they would soon be reunited in heaven ... that it would not be long before 
they were together again.  Later, when she was alone with the minister, she said, with tears 
streaming down her face, “I am never going to get away from him, am I?”

So what is Jesus saying about heaven?  Despite what your beliefs might be about life after 
this existence ... pretty much all we have to go on from this little Saturday-night-in-the-temple
encounter is that the life to come is not simply a continuation of our present existence.  If it were, I’d 
kind of think that there are plenty of people on earth for whom such a prospect would not be a positive 
one.

But Jesus says that “God is the God of the living,” and guess what?  In saying this to the 
Sadducees he quotes from the Pentateuch ... the only part of the Bible they believed.  Talk about 
turning the tables!  Take that, you bunch of conniving amateurs!

But ... What does it mean that “God is the God of the living”?  We can buy that ... believe in it 
with all our heart.  However, what we want to know is ... what kind of living is it going to be?  We 
want answers ... clear, indisputable images of heaven that will encourage and carry us through.  In 
other words, we want a rational explanation of heaven.

Sorry.  That’s evidently not what the Bible’s for.  The Bible talks about the life to come as 
“mystery” ... that what we can see is like looking through a dark and murky mirror.  Barbara Brown 
Taylor says, “You can tie your brain into knots trying to figure it out.”  

So, this is what I suggest you do...
Either go for it or not.  Believe in it or walk away.
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What I think Jesus is saying, is that those who are willing to give their lives to God now will find 
God to be there when this journey of life is over.  What we will discover there, is beyond our wildest 
imaginations ... but it will be life as God created it to be, and all our wondering about it, our conjectures, 
our images, won’t make a bit of difference.  It all comes down to a matter of faith ... doesn’t it?  It is simply
and finally a matter of faith.


Let me close with the observation of a little girl.  
She and her father were walking on a clear, starry night.  She turned to him and asked, 

“Daddy, if the wrong side of heaven is so beautiful, what will the right side be like?”

When it comes to answering that question, we’ll just have to leave it up to God, won’t we?


Pray with me: Lord, instead of clear answers ... maybe what we need is a little more faith.  
God of the living, live in us we pray ...  in Jesus’ name, Amen and Amen.


