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November 6, 2016 

2 Thessalonians 2:1-5, 13-17 

Luke 20:27-38    Matters of Life and Death 

 

It’s the big stuff in life that matters, right? Don’t sweat the small stuff, 

they say. What’s important is what’s important. What matters is what 

matters. That’s what Jesus is telling us today as he talks with the 

Sadducees about life and death. And what actually IS a matter of life and 

death. Take a deep breath, Jesus says. Remember what it is that really 

matters. 

It’s not easy to remember that, though. The things that are matters of life 

and death, we don’t always keep those things straight. Sometimes 

everything gets all wadded up in our heads. And things that aren’t 

matters of life and death become matters of life and death. Like whether 

the laundry got moved from the washer to the dryer. Or whether the 

plumber called back. Or whether someone left a mess in the bathroom. 

Or someone left a mess at work. Or whether or not we will make it to the 

big game. Or whether our kids are moving too slow or our parents are 

moving too slow. Or whether that special someone really likes us. Or 

whether someone is putting cookie dough all over the kitchen counter 
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when you are trying to get it on the cookie sheets. And you know you 

said they could help but now the dough is everywhere and clothes will 

have to be changed and don’t touch the chocolate chips and now the bag 

of chips has spilled everywhere and don’t touch the stove and now we 

need the first-aid kit. Life comes at you fast. And it’s hard to remember 

what’s important. And to keep your focus on what REALLY matters. 

And there are three things we learn from Jesus today about what matters: 

being compassionate and being present and being alive. 

Today the Sadducees come to Jesus with something they believe is a 

matter of life and death. Actually, it’s a question ABOUT life and death. 

And the afterlife. They come to Jesus with a hypothetical situation with 

a widow and seven brothers. And how the woman marries all the 

brothers one after the other and in the great hereafter, whose wife would 

she be?  

Now it is a question about life and death. But the answer didn’t really 

matter to the Sadducees. It didn’t matter to them at all. It didn’t matter 

about this hypothetical widow. It didn’t matter whose wife she would be. 

It didn’t matter to them if she had to deal with seven husbands in 
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eternity. What mattered to the Sadducees was proving to everyone else 

that they were right. That believing in the resurrection was wrong. That 

the resurrection was ridiculous. That it wasn’t in the Torah, the law of 

Moses. And wasn’t Jesus wrong? And weren’t those who followed him 

wrong? Hadn’t they gotten everything about God wrong? 

What mattered to the Sadducees was being right. Because being right 

was kind of their job. They were in charge of the Temple. They were in 

charge of the religious courts, the Sanhedrin. They were in charge of 

keeping things holy and keeping God’s people holy by keeping God’s 

laws precisely.1 And resurrection wasn’t a part of those laws, they 

believed. Resurrection was a silly idea. It was bad theology and bad 

faith.  But Jesus says, take a deep breath. You have lost the plot. Being 

right about this doesn’t matter.  

The Sadducees wanted to be right. They believed correctly. And 

everyone else who didn’t believe the same were wrong. Maybe you 

know someone like the Sadducees. Maybe you have known yourself to 

                                                           
1 Wellhausen, Julius (2001). The Pharisees and the Sadducees. Macon: Mercer University Press. 
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be like the Sadducees. So certain, so right, so determined to prove others 

are incorrect that you forget what matters, that you forget compassion 

and grace. And that God is gracious and abounding in steadfast love. So 

determined are you to be right, that you will literally argue with Jesus. 

Have you ever done that? Have you ever argued with Jesus about what 

matters and what’s REALLY important? 

Take a breath. Stop. Back up, Jesus says. I know what’s in the Bible. I 

know. I know the law. And the letter of the law isn’t as important as the 

Spirit of the law. Being able to quote scripture is not as important as 

being able to live scripture. There is more to life than having the right 

ideology. There is more to life. There is life after this life, in fact. I’ve 

been there, Jesus says. I’ve seen it. I promise you there is more. And it is 

bigger and broader and more beautiful than you can imagine.  

In THIS life, people marry and are given in marriage. But in the life to 

come, things will be different. Widows won’t need to get married so 

they won’t starve. Women won’t have to be under one man’s protection 

or another. Women won’t be treated like property in the world to come. 

You won’t need complicated marriage laws to keep women safe or to 
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make them legitimate human beings. In God’s kingdom, that won’t be 

necessary.  In the life to come, everyone will be loved and valued and 

protected. Everyone, every person will be a child of God.  

And that’s what matters. 

What mattered to the Sadducees was being right. What mattered to Jesus 

was being compassionate. Widows were not props in some argument. 

Widows were real. The lives of those grieving were real. The lives of 

those suffering and scraping by at the bottom, unlike the Sadducees at 

the top, were real. And those people needed to know that there was more 

to life. That God cared about them. That God loved them. That God had 

more in store for them. And that in Jesus, God would crash through all 

of those boundaries that kept them from life. That God would set aside 

everything, including being right. And be despised and rejected and cast 

out and condemned as wrong-- so that we might be right with God.  

Because what matters is love. What matters is being compassionate. 

When I worked as a chaplain at a hospital in New York City, I was on 

call one day, doing rounds. I came to the children’s intensive care unit, 

and there I found a father with his sick child. She had some kind of brain 
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swelling that the doctors were trying to figure out. I asked the father if 

he needed anything and soon we fell into conversation about faith and 

God and how his little girl had gotten sick. And he said he believed in 

the karma of the universe. And that good came to those who do good 

and bad happened to those who did bad. And he must have done 

something or his daughter must have done something bad for this to 

have happened. The universe was repaying them. No, no, I said, I don’t 

think that’s how God works. And we argued about good and evil and 

who was responsible for it all. And we resolved nothing, of course. And 

all the while, his little girl lay beside us on a ventilator. And I didn’t ask 

him what her favorite color was. Or what she liked to eat. Or let him talk 

about how much he loved her and his feelings of anger or sadness or 

empty nothingness. I was not compassionate because it mattered more 

that I was right. 

Take a deep breath. See where you are. Notice if what you are doing and 

saying really matters. “Stop. Take a step back up,” says the apostle Paul. 

That’s what he says Thessalonians in our reading today. “Don’t get hung 

up on details. Remember the big picture. Yes, there is more to life and 
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this world is passing away. But don’t spend your life worrying about 

that, when there is still life to live here.” See, the Thessalonian church 

had become distracted. They were so worried about the next life that 

they couldn’t be present in this life. They were anxiously watching the 

skies for Jesus, waiting for him to return. So much so, that they had 

stopped noticing those around them. They weren’t attentive to others or 

making space for others or caring for others; they were so busy worrying 

about their space in heaven. When would Jesus return? When would 

they know? How would they know? What would be the signs? Were the 

signs already there? They wanted to know. Hold on, Paul says. Take a 

deep breath. Jesus’ arrival date doesn’t matter. What matters is living 

this day and this moment. Don’t fret about the future. Don’t try to live 

different day. Live this day. Be present with one another and with your 

community, not preoccupied. 

Do not be shaken or alarmed, says Paul. Have faith. Remember what 

matters; that Jesus has promised you eternal life. That you know the end 

of this story. You know that God wins and that love wins. And that good 

will overcome evil. That life will overcome death. So don’t worry about 
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how and when. Just live now and be faithful now. Do the work God has 

given you to do now, on this day. ‘Do not worry about tomorrow for 

tomorrow has worries of its own.’ Jesus says. The Buddhists have a 

saying I find helpful. ‘Chop wood, carry water.’ Do one thing, then 

another. Pay attention. Be present. Be faithful in what matters, every 

day.  

First, be compassionate instead of trying to be right. Second, be present 

in every day, instead of being preoccupied. And third, Jesus tells us that 

we are to be alive. To believe in resurrection and practice resurrection. 

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

the living. In Jesus, we have life. In his resurrection, we have 

resurrection. Life is ours no matter the circumstance or situation and 

nothing can separate us from that. Our God is the God of the living, not 

the dead. 

The word resurrection in Greek, anastasis, is two words smooshed 

together. Ana- which means up and Stasus which means to stand. Stand 

up. That’s what it means. That is the life we live. A life of standing up. 

So as Jesus died to the world, we also die to the world. And as Jesus 



9 
 

stood up alive in God, so we also stand up, alive. He practiced 

resurrection his whole life and so do we. In our scripture reading is from 

chapter 20 in Luke’s gospel. Notice, we are getting close to the end here. 

The Sadducees are mocking Jesus and his resurrection ideas, and they 

have missed all of his resurrection practices. They have missed him 

standing up to evil and darkness. They have missed him standing up to 

demons and disease. They have missed him standing up to the kingdoms 

of this world on Palm Sunday entering Jerusalem on a donkey. They 

have missed him standing up to corruption and greed overturning the 

moneychanger’s tables at the temple. And he will stand up before them 

as they condemn him to death. He will stand up before Pilate as he 

orders his crucifixion. He will stand up for the faithfulness of God as he 

is nailed to the cross. He will stand up for the love of God that will not 

let us go. The world will push him down. Hate will push him down. 

Death will push him down. But he will stand up. God is the God of the 

living, not the dead. And so it is with us. 

So we must practice that. We must practice our resurrection. If God is 

the God of the living, we must stand up and be alive. We must stand up 
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for the life of the world. We must stand up for God’s creation. We must 

stand up for life abundant for those around us, lives free of violence, free 

of poverty, free of addiction, free of the barriers that keep them from 

knowing they are a child of God.   

So how will we practice resurrection? How will we stand up and take a 

deep breath. And live for what matters every day. Being compassionate, 

not just being right. Being present for others, not preoccupied. Being 

alive every moment because of our living God. Standing up for what is 

good and just and holy. For the life of our Kingdom come. The life we 

share at this table with Jesus. Here and now. This is what matters. This is 

a matter of life and death and life; this feast where we celebrate with our 

Lord, the victory of life over death. Comfort your hearts. Strengthen 

them in every good work and word. Be alive in the grace God has given 

you through Jesus Christ.  Now and forever more. 

 

 

2 Thessalonians 2:1-5, 13-17 

1As to the coming of our Lord Jesus Christ and our being gathered together to him, we beg you, 

brothers and sisters, 2not to be quickly shaken in mind or alarmed, either by spirit or by word or 

by letter, as though from us, to the effect that the day of the Lord is already here. 3Let no one 

deceive you in any way; for that day will not come unless the rebellion comes first and the 

lawless one is revealed, the one destined for destruction. 4He opposes and exalts himself above 
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every so-called god or object of worship, so that he takes his seat in the temple of God, declaring 

himself to be God. 5Do you not remember that I told you these things when I was still with you? 

13But we must always give thanks to God for you, brothers and sisters beloved by the Lord, 

because God chose you as the first fruits for salvation through sanctification by the Spirit and 

through belief in the truth. 14For this purpose he called you through our proclamation of the 

good news, so that you may obtain the glory of our Lord Jesus Christ. 15So then, brothers and 

sisters, stand firm and hold fast to the traditions that you were taught by us, either by word of 

mouth or by our letter. 

16Now may our Lord Jesus Christ himself and God our Father, who loved us and through grace 

gave us eternal comfort and good hope, 17comfort your hearts and strengthen them in every 

good work and word 

 

Luke 20:27-38 

27Some Sadducees, those who say there is no resurrection, came to him 28and asked him a 

question, "Teacher, Moses wrote for us that if a man's brother dies, leaving a wife but no 

children, the man shall marry the widow and raise up children for his brother. 29Now 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. 32Finally the woman also died. 33In the 

resurrection, therefore, whose wife will the woman be? For the seven had married her." 

34Jesus said to them, "Those who belong to this age marry and are given in marriage; 35but 

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. 36Indeed they cannot die anymore, because they are like 

angels and are children of God, being children of the resurrection. 37And 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. 38Now he is God not of the dead, but 

of the living; for to him all of them are alive." 


