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Trouble and Strife over the Afterlife 

Matthew 22:23-33 

5 December 2021 | Grace Bible Church Corinda | Ben Shannon 

Big Idea:  The resurrection is a matter of life and death. 

Big Question:  Is there an afterlife and what will it be like? 

Introduction 

What happens after we die? 

Is it the end, the beginning or a continuation of the same thing? 

We’ve all got questions about what happens after we die and those questions just won’t go 

away because they’re tricky to answer. 

It’s not like it’s something that you get to experience before it happens and you can’t just do 

an experiment to find out. 

 

At different times and places in history, people have taken very different approaches to the 

afterlife. 

A long time ago, I got to visit the Terracotta Warriors in Xi’an, China. 

An army of full-sized warriors, horses and chariots were buried with the first emperor of 

China for his use in the afterlife. 

Every clay warrior is unique and hand-painted, and what you can see there is only the small 

part they’ve dug up. 

 

On the other hand, it was recently reported that Bill Nye the Science Guy says that it would 

be great if we got to live on into eternity as the ideal version of ourselves. 

Except that people usually die of old age and as our bodies age, they lose their capability. 

“[There] doesn’t seem to be any reason to think that when you die, you go 

back to your optimum age at your optimum athletic ability in your optimum 

intellectual sharpness.”1 

That, Nye says, is evidence that there’s no afterlife. 

I’m far from convinced by his evidence. 

 

The jury is very much still out and so the afterlife is fertile ground for speculation. 

When we don’t know, there’s lots of room for making things up. 

This’s far from a new thing, though. 

People have been arguing over the afterlife for thousands of years and it’s the topic for 

Jesus’ next confrontation in the temple. 
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Outline 

We’re studying an account of Jesus’ life that we know as the gospel of Matthew. 

You can find it at the very beginning of the New Testament, which’s the second part of the 

Bible. 

In this section, Jesus is doing a lot of speaking as he’s headed towards the ultimate purpose 

of his mission, which’s dying on the cross. 

While he’s teaching in the main temple in the city of Jerusalem, he has a series of 

confrontations with the leaders of Israel. 

We’ve looked at five already and we’ve got three to go. 

 

It starts with a group of religious leaders questioning Jesus. 

They bombard him with question after question, tyring to trap him, but all they really do is 

show that Jesus has wisdom and authority they refuse to acknowledge. 

Normally we’d say, “Don’t feed the trolls!” but Jesus owns them time after time. 

 

This morning we’re going to see that the resurrection is a matter of life and death. 

We’re going to be looking at two points: 

• The Sadducees’ Riddle (vv24-28) 

• The Saviour’s Response (vv29-32) 

The Sadducees’ Riddle (24-28) 

That very same day, a group of Sadducees come convinced that this’s their opportunity to 

nail Jesus with a question about life after death. 

They think he’ll get knocked down, but he’ll get up again, they are never gonna keep him 

down. 

Spoiler alert: nailing Jesus is going to have to wait for another time. 

 

All these groups with funny names like Pharisees, Sadducees, Essenes, Zealots and elders 

that we read about in the Bible can get really confusing. 

We need a The Good Guy’s Guide to Gospel Groupies. 

 

By far the group that we come across the most in the gospels is the Pharisees, perhaps 

because they were also the biggest group in Israel.2 

They tended to be ordinary, everyday people who had typical jobs. 
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They usually get a bad reputation because they were against Jesus, but they were very 

morally conservative and tried to do everything they could to follow God’s commands. 

This meant that they were generally quite anti-Rome. 

Oral teaching often informed their views as much as the Scriptures did. 

 

A second group that we meet in this passage are the Sadducees. 

They were from the rich end of town and were highly educated.3 

They ran the temple business and most of the chief priests and high priests belonged to this 

group. 

One of the mains things that makes them different to the Pharisees is that they held to a 

shortened version of the Old Testament Scriptures – the first five books of the Bible written 

by Moses, known as the Pentateuch (Genesis, Exodus, Leviticus, Numbers and 

Deuteronomy). 

Since they were the leaders, they tended to be pro-Rome and perhaps a little surprisingly, 

they were also more morally liberal. 

 

Matthew tells us a very important piece of information about this group – they came to Jesus 

saying that there’s no resurrection. 

Denying the resurrection wasn’t one of their key beliefs 

But they denied the resurrection because the first five books of the Bible don’t talk very 

explicitly about resurrection. 

Someone mightn’t believe in a resurrection of our bodies, but still believe that we’ll exist after 

death as a spirit. 

The Sadducees went further than that because they were annihilationists who believed “that 

souls die with the bodies.”4 

When you die, they believed, you just cease to exist. 

 

This made the Sadducees a minority at the time because most Jews, including the 

Pharisees, believed that there would be a resurrection of the dead. 

When Jesus comforts Martha after the death of her brother Lazarus, he tells her that she’ll 

see her brother again. 

She responds by saying that of course she’ll see Lazarus again, since he will rise on the last 

day. 

What she doesn’t expect is that Jesus will call her brother out of his grave that very same 

day. 

John 11:23–24 NIV11  23 Jesus said to her, “Your brother will rise again.” 24 Martha 

answered, “I know he will rise again in the resurrection at the last day.” 
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The Old Testament as a whole gives us the clear expectation of a resurrection in passages 

like Ezekiel 37, which describes dry bones coming back to life. 

And also other passages in the Old Testament like: 

Hosea 13:14 NIV11  14 “I will deliver this people from the power of the grave; I will 

redeem them from death. Where, O death, are your plagues? Where, O grave, is 

your destruction? 

Daniel 12:2 NIV11  2 Multitudes who sleep in the dust of the earth will awake: some 

to everlasting life, others to shame and everlasting contempt. 

There are a bunch more passages too. 

But the Sadducees didn’t accept any of these because they didn’t come from the first five 

books written by Moses.5 

 

That’s why there was a long-running argument between the Pharisees and the Sadducees 

over the resurrection. 

The Jewish historian Josephus tells us that there were “great disputes and differences… 

among them.”6 

Some years later, when the apostle Paul (who used to be a Pharisee) was called to stand 

trial before the Sanhedrin (the Council of Jewish leaders which included many Sadducees), 

he made the argument that the resurrection was the key thing he was on trial for.7 

Paul was a smart man and I can’t believe that he didn’t know exactly how this was going to 

go down. 

Acts 23:7–8 NIV11  7 When he said this, a dispute broke out between the Pharisees 

and the Sadducees, and the assembly was divided. 8 (The Sadducees say that there 

is no resurrection, and that there are neither angels nor spirits, but the Pharisees 

believe all these things.) 

 

Paul wasn’t just saying this to cause trouble between the Pharisees and Sadducees by 

scoring cheap political points. 

Jesus rising from the dead is an essential part of the gospel that Christians believe. 

Our sin was paid for at the cross when Jesus willingly allowed himself to be put to death. 

But it was him being raised from the dead which shows that his sacrifice was acceptable to 

God as full payment for our sins. 

We can be sure about what’ll happen in the afterlife, we can have hope for a new and 

different future because Jesus has already risen from the dead. 

Did you know that in the Bible, when the gospel’s explained, the cross is often mentioned, 

but the resurrection is ALWAYS mentioned? 

The resurrection isn’t a side issue, it’s an essential part of the gospel. 

But we’re getting ahead of ourselves. 
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So let’s come back to these Sadducees who begin the confrontation with Jesus by making 

this statement about the resurrection. 

They seem like they’re on solid ground because they’re building their case on Scripture in 

verse 24. 

Matthew 22:24 NIV11  24 “Teacher,” they said, “Moses told us that if a man dies 

without having children, his brother must marry the widow and raise up offspring for 

him. 

Their summary is close, but not completely accurate since it was expected, but Moses didn’t 

say that this MUST happen. 

They’re talking about a law that was written down by Moses in Deuteronomy 25:5-10. 

It’s usually called levirate marriage – NOT because of the tribe of Levi – but from the Latin 

word levir, which means “a husband’s brother.” 

It says that if a woman’s husband dies, she’s not allowed to marry outside of the family, 

which sounds a bit rough. 

But one of the husband’s unmarried brothers can marry her so that she can still have 

children. 

 

Now, I don’t know about you, but that sounds more than a little bit weird to my ears because 

we’re so far removed from those times. 

This was a gracious provision though because if a family lost their farm, they had nothing to 

provide an income. 

And without a family to work the farm, the widow literally wouldn’t be able to afford to eat. 

In those days, there was very little chance that anyone would marry a widow and so while 

her brother-in-law could refuse, it would bring shame on him. 

Interestingly, there seems to be no evidence to suggest this was actually practiced in the 

time of Jesus, although there’s a negative example in Genesis 38 and then a much more 

positive one in the book of Ruth. 

 

That’s the background that sets the scene for the little scenario that the Sadducees bring to 

Jesus. 

There’s a family with seven sons. 

One of them gets married, but dies before they had kids. 

So, the next brother marries her and he also dies before they have any kids. 

At this point, you’re starting to get a little bit suspicious, wondering if their cornflakes were 

laced with arsenic, strychnine, and "just a pinch of cyanide" because exactly the same thing 

happens with another five brothers until finally, the woman herself dies. 

It’s not so much seven brides for seven brothers, as seven brothers for one bride. 
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It’s a deliberately ridiculous situation which the Sadducees brought up because they thought 

it would show how ridiculous the idea of a resurrection is. 

It doesn’t really matter if this was a real situation or not for them to use it to make their point. 

At the resurrection – the resurrection they don’t believe in – whose wife will she be since 

there were seven men married to her? 

I can imagine them saying, “Surely she’s not going to be a polygamist after the so-called 

resurrection?” 

They think they’ve put Jesus in his place with their question in verse 28: 

Matthew 22:28 NIV11  28 Now then, at the resurrection, whose wife will she be of the 

seven, since all of them were married to her?” 

 

The question here might seem a little bit foreign and quite frankly mightn’t make much sense 

if you don’t have God’s understanding of marriage here. 

Marriage, according to God’s design, is tighter than how it’s defined under Australian law. 

It’s one man and one woman joined together for life. 

That definition’s also tighter than what many people practice which is that we’re together 

until the kids leave home or we just don’t the feels anymore. 

Many people in know believe in serial monogamy – being faithful to the person you’re 

married to at the time, but you might be married to someone else next week. 

There’s important discussions to be had there, but we don’t have time to back the truck up 

quite that far this morning. 

If you want to dig into that more, Matthew talked about it at the beginning of chapter 

nineteen. 

 

We can experience lots of situations where people have more than one spouse, but that was 

very rare in Jewish culture.  

The Sadducees bring up this particular situation though because it’s one that’s affirmed in 

the law, when someone could legitimately have more than one spouse. 

They bring it up not so much because they’re interested in working out a theology of 

marriage, but because they’re trying to back Jesus into a corner with their riddle. 

And they’ve deliberately done it to try and demonstrate how ridiculous the idea of a 

resurrection to an afterlife is. 

The Saviour’s Response (vv29-32) 

Jesus was meant to be defeated by their question. 
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Far from being knocked out though, he comes out swinging with a killer response that 

answers them on their own terms. 

The best form of defence is attack and Jesus basically tells them, “You’re dead wrong.” 

They’ve completely misunderstood life after death. 

 

While it’s fine to ask the question, Jesus says that their question doesn’t really make sense 

and in verse 29, he gives two different reasons for saying this. 

The first reason is because they don’t know the Scriptures. 

The second reason is that they don’t know the power of God. 

Jesus addresses both of these in the opposite order though, so we will too. 

You do not know… the power of God 

Firstly, they don’t know the power of God. 

Jesus says that they misunderstand the afterlife because they misunderstand the power of 

God. 

If you starting with the wrong premise, you’re going to end up with the wrong conclusion. 

 

The Sadducees lack any imagination about what resurrection life is truly like. 

It’s like the vast majority of science fiction books and movies. 

They can’t really imagine a world much different to our own – whether they’re on earth or 

flying through space. 

The Sadducees’ assumption is that the afterlife (which they don’t believe in) is going to 

simply be an extension of life as we know it, just with a few of the bad things taken away. 

If there was a resurrection they think that they wouldn’t be the best they could be or to use 

the language of Bill Nye, the most optimum version of themselves. 

Instead, they would just extend on life here which is close to what Nye actually believes. 

How that works out for marriage is that if you’re married here then you’ll be married there. 

 

1 Corinthians 15 is a passage in the Bible that speaks clearly about the resurrection. 

Obviously this wouldn’t fly for the Sadducees, but it makes a long argument about what 

resurrection bodies will look like. 

They’re going to be different. 

Part of that argument is that just like a seed dies and grows into a plant, so our bodies die 

and will be changed into a different kind of body.   
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God has the power to change our bodies into a resurrection body that’s even more 

wonderous than our current bodies. 

1 Corinthians 15:42–44 NIV11  42 So will it be with the resurrection of the dead. The 

body that is sown is perishable, it is raised imperishable; 43 it is sown in dishonour, it 

is raised in glory; it is sown in weakness, it is raised in power; 44 it is sown a natural 

body, it is raised a spiritual body. If there is a natural body, there is also a spiritual 

body. 

 

In verse 30, Jesus explains that their assumption is wrong. 

After the resurrection, men won’t marry and women won’t be given in marriage. 

Marriage and family are vitally important, but they’re not ultimate. 

Marriage is for this life only because, as Paul makes clear in Romans 7, death is the only 

thing that ends the marriage bond that ties husband and wife together: 

Romans 7:2 NIV11  2 For example, by law a married woman is bound to her 

husband as long as he is alive, but if her husband dies, she is released from the law 

that binds her to him. 

 

Which, of course, makes us want to ask the question this text doesn’t answer – why? 

If we go to other places in the Bible, we find that according to Ephesians 5:32, marriage is 

designed to point to the relationship between Christ and the church. 

When Christ and the church are fully united forever, there won’t be any need to point to it 

any longer. 

Marriage will be surpassed by the thing that it was meant to point towards. 

Secondly, in Genesis 1:28, Adam and Eve were commanded to fill the earth and subdue it. 

Filling the world won’t be necessary after the resurrection and so one of the purposes of 

marriage – producing the next generation – won’t be needed either. 

 

People aren’t all going to respond to this news the same way because we all bring different 

experiences to the table. 

For some of us, this sounds absolutely brilliant because they’ve spent their whole lives 

feeling like they’re second-class citizens because they’re not married. 

For others, they find it difficult to think that – even though their spouse might’ve become a 

Christian and had their sins forgiven – they’ll be spending eternity with someone who abused 

them. 

For still others, it seems like a bit of a downer because our spouse is our closest – and 

perhaps only – friend on earth. 

Some of us look forward to being reunited with our spouse in the afterlife perhaps even to 

the point of making that an idol. 
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I don’t know exactly what the relationship with our spouse, whether we’ve had one or many, 

is going to be like because I don’t think the Bible clearly says. 

What I do know is that it’s going to be better than what we’ve experienced here. 

Jesus isn’t saying that we’re all going to be condemned to the friend zone for all of eternity. 

It would be inconceivable to think that God’s blessings cease for those who die in him. 

 

You’ve got to get your head around the fact that the rules change, the goal posts have 

moved. 

While some things will be the same, other things will be different after the resurrection. 

A really key thing to understand is that there won’t be less relationship than now. 

There will be even more love, not less. 

 

Jesus says that after we’re resurrected, we’ll be like angels in heaven. 

I’m sure that the irony wasn’t lost on him that the Sadducees don’t believe in angels. 

That doesn’t mean that we’ll BE angels, it means that we’ll be like them. 

It’s hard to know exactly what Jesus meant, but in the context of marriage it probably 

includes the fact that unlike human beings, angels weren’t created male and female. 

It also means that we won’t be able to die again. 

We won’t lack anything and will be able to serve God up close forever. 

 

The Sadducees didn’t realise the great power God is working in our lives when he raises us 

from the dead. 

This’s no small thing. 

The very same power that was able to raise Jesus from the dead will be at work in us.8 

Power to raise us and change us. 

 

It’s no wonder that they didn’t understand the death and resurrection of Jesus that he 

predicted. 

It’s not all that surprising that very soon they’ll think they’re victorious in sending Jesus to the 

cross, failing to realise that God’s power will raise him from the dead. 

They don’t know God’s power. 
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You do not know… the Scriptures. 

The second reason that their question doesn’t make sense is because they don’t know the 

Scriptures. 

 

That would’ve been a real shock to the Sadducees because the Sadducees, you see, were 

Bible people. 

They cared about the Scriptures and unlike the Pharisees, didn’t pay much attention to oral 

traditions. 

They weren’t interested in the teachings that we passed down from their forefathers if they 

couldn’t find it written the laws of Moses.9 

If it comes from the Bible, it comes from God. 

If it doesn’t come from the Bible, it doesn’t come from God. 

 

That’s a really good instinct to live by and hopefully a great encouragement to us because 

we want to be Bible people too. 

I hope that we want to be people who say, “the verse/the Bible say…” instead of, “I think…” 

That’s why we work hard at listening to what God’s said. 

And also why we keep chipping away at trying to make sure that our thinking matches up 

with what the Bible actually says. 

 

And yet we need to also be aware of our own limitations. 

It takes a lifetime to get our heads around everything the Bible has to say and even then we 

really only just scratch the surface. 

Be very, very cautious of anyone who tells you that they know everything in the Bible. 

Occasionally I come across someone who says that and it’s an unbelievably arrogant thing 

to say. 

No one person has the time or mental capacity to work everything out, especially early in 

their Christian life and ministry. 

Hopefully our theology is more worked out over time but we need to recognise that we also 

stand on the shoulders of the theological giants who’ve come before us and to think 

otherwise is to be either naïve or arrogant. 

That’s one of the reasons we need small groups, we need sermons, we need books from the 

past and we need the input of other Christians, because we need them to help us work out 

our theology more than we ever could on our own. 

 

It’s also why we need to recognise that we work with more than just the Bible. 
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It sounds noble to say that we’ve got no doctrinal statement other than the Bible, as I 

recently saw on the website of one church in Brisbane. 

But I can guarantee that they have a culture and traditions that they follow in practice which 

may or may not line up with the Bible. 

I can’t tell you the number of times over the years I’ve asked about something in our own 

tradition, only to be told, “Well, that’s the way Grace Community Church did it.” 

I can honestly say though that that’s never been used as a reason or justification – simply as 

a statement of reality. 

Where those traditions haven’t stacked up against Scripture, they’ve been changed. 

We’re not obliged to follow everything that people before us have said and done, but that 

doesn’t meant that we don’t listen to it and weight it up against the Bible either. 

 

Jesus tells the Sadducees that they’re deceived because they don’t know the Scriptures. 

“Have you not read what God has said to you?” he asks in verse 31. 

Well, of course they’ve read, but that doesn’t mean that they’ve fully understood everything 

about what they’re reading. 

They’ve actually missed some of what the Scriptures say about the resurrection of the dead. 

So Jesus fills them in. 

 

Jesus – who handles Scripture better than anyone else before or since proves to them that 

they’ve misunderstood God. 

He doesn’t do this by taking them to Isaiah, Job, Daniel or Hosea. 

The passage that Jesus has in mind is Exodus 3:6, when Moses meets God in the burning 

bush. 

Jesus draws a profound conclusion from this in verse 32: 

Matthew 22:31–32 NIV11  31 But about the resurrection of the dead—have you not 

read what God said to you, 32 ‘I am the God of Abraham, the God of Isaac, and the 

God of Jacob’? He is not the God of the dead but of the living.” 

 

It’s worth noticing that Jesus is saying that God speaks to people in their own time through 

the Scriptures. 

These words were originally spoken by Moses to their ancestors over a thousand years 

beforehand. 

And yet Jesus says that God was speaking to the Sadducees through this passage. 

It’s not all that crazy, then, that we would talk about God speaking to us using these same 

words today. 

God speaks to us today through his word, the Bible, even though it’s an ancient document. 
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Now, let me unpack the main point of what’s going on here a little bit more. 

In Exodus 3 – the passage Jesus is quoting from – God is speaking to Moses from a burning 

bush. 

He says that he’s the God of Abraham.  And his son Isaac.  And his son Jacob. 

You can see the family resemblance in the beards. 

 

When God was speaking to Moses, he was saying I AM – still now currently – the God of 

Abraham, Isaac and Jacob. 

This doesn’t mean that they didn’t die – Abraham in Genesis 25:8, Isaac in Genesis 35:29 

and Jacob in Genesis 49:33. 

But there was well over four hundred years between Abraham, Isaac and Jacob, and Moses. 

They were already dead by the time God spoke to Moses and yet he speaks as if they’re still 

alive! 

 

Jesus gives his own interpretation at the end of the verse. 

God is not the God of the dead, but of the living. 

For what God himself said from the burning bush to be true, there must be a way of the 

patriarchs – that is Abraham, Isaac and Jacob – still being alive. 

If what God says is true, then death mustn’t be final, the end of the line. 

There must be an afterlife because God has said there is. 

 

The crowds were astonished by his teaching and if the Sadducees had an answer for Jesus, 

then they didn’t give it. 

Jesus wins again as the crowds listening on are struck with wonder. 

Jesus’ miracles were amazing, but his teaching is a whole different level. 

And they didn’t really know what to do with this. 

Matthew 22:33 NIV11  33 When the crowds heard this, they were astonished at his 

teaching. 

Conclusion 

As human beings, we all speculate about whether there is an afterlife. 

There are so many different and competing speculations about whether and what that might 

look like. 
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In this little interaction, we see that Jesus has the knowledge and authority to give us 

answers to those questions. 

Sure, he doesn’t answer every question that we might have, but he clearly answers the most 

important one:  yes, there is life after death. 

And we can trust it because God has told us in his word. 

On some of the other questions about exactly what that’ll look like, we’ll have to leave room 

for a bit of mystery in our thinking and wait to find out. 

 

We should be sad for the Sadducees because the resurrection matters. 

It’s an essential part of our belief as Christians. 

The fact that Jesus was raised from the dead give us hope that our sins have been forgiven. 

In 1 Corinthians 15, we read: 

1 Corinthians 15:13–18 NIV11  13 If there is no resurrection of the dead, then not 

even Christ has been raised. 14 And if Christ has not been raised, our preaching is 

useless and so is your faith. 15 More than that, we are then found to be false 

witnesses about God, for we have testified about God that he raised Christ from the 

dead. But he did not raise him if in fact the dead are not raised. 16 For if the dead are 

not raised, then Christ has not been raised either. 17 And if Christ has not been 

raised, your faith is futile; you are still in your sins. 18 Then those also who have fallen 

asleep in Christ are lost. 

I hope that you will trust that Jesus has risen from the dead and that your sins are forgiven. 

Let’s pray.
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Big Idea:  The resurrection is a matter of life and death. 

Big Question:  Is there an afterlife and what will it be like? 

Discussion Questions 

1. If you were writing The Good Guy’s Guide to Gospel Groupies, what would you put 

under the entries for ‘Pharisees’ and ‘Sadducees’? 

2. Why didn’t the Sadducees believe that there would be a resurrection from the dead? 

3. What could be some reasons that the Sadducees chose this particular situation to ask a 

question about? 

4. Why won’t there be marriage after the resurrection? 

5. How does the Sadducees’ understanding of marriage after the resurrection demonstrate 

a lack of understanding of God’s power? 

6. What does Jesus mean that we’ll be like angels (v30)? 

7. What role does tradition play in our understanding of theology? 

8. How does this incident with the Sadducees encourage and discourage us from reading 

the Scriptures for ourselves? 

 


