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Introduction 
 Today, we will consider how the opponents of Jesus tried to ensnare Him in the 
resurrection trap (Mat. 22.23-33): 

23 The same day Sadducees came to him, who say that there is no resurrection, and they asked him a question, 
24 saying, "Teacher, Moses said, 'If a man dies having no children, his brother must marry the widow and raise 
up children for his brother.' 25 Now there were seven brothers among us. The first married and died, and 
having no children left his wife to his brother. 26 So too the second and third, down to the seventh. 27 After 
them all, the woman died. 28 In the resurrection, therefore, of the seven, whose wife will she be? For they all 
had her." 29 But Jesus answered them, "You are wrong, because you know neither the Scriptures nor the 
power of God. 30 For in the resurrection they neither marry nor are given in marriage, but are like angels in 
heaven. 31 And as for the resurrection of the dead, have you not read what was said to you by God: 
 32 'I am the God of Abraham, and the God of Isaac, and the God of Jacob'? He is not God of the dead, but of 
the living." 33 And when the crowd heard it, they were astonished at his teaching. 

 
1A. Setting the resurrection trap  
 We can get our bearings on how they set this resurrection trap by considering some 
things in a systematic fashion by steps.  
 1B. Background of the trap 
 1) The occasion is “the same day” (v. 23). This is when the disciples of the Pharisees and 
the Herodians tried to trap Jesus. Presenting a dilemma, they thought they would cause Jesus 
either to face the wrath of the pro-Roman Herodians or to face the charge of morally failing to 
give God exclusive honor in all things. He answered: render to Caesar what belongs to Caesar, 
and render to God what belongs to God. He escaped the conundrum by going between the horns 
of the dilemma. He replied, “We have duty to both; we have duty to God to both in balance.”  
 2) The antagonists are Sadducees. It is easy to remember their theology by a playful use 
of their title, “They are sad- you- see because they have no resurrection hope.”  
 Only Sadducean Jews denied this belief along with other basic beliefs common among 
the Jews and taught in Scripture: 8 For the Sadducees say that there is no resurrection, nor angel, nor spirit, but 
the Pharisees acknowledge them all (Acts 23.8); thus, Matthew 22.23, 23 The same day Sadducees came to 
him, who say that there is no resurrection.  Interestingly, Pharisees and Sadducees, usually at odds with 
each other, team up against Jesus (sometimes they oppose Him together, 16.1; sometimes 
separately as here in Mat. 22.23-33 with the resurrection theme on the table). 
 2B. The goal of the Sadducees 
 They seek to expose the thinking of Jesus as absurd and irrational. They enquire about 
conditions in the resurrection, even though they do not believe there will be one. From their 
perspective, if you believe in the resurrection, you end up with entailments that are impossible, 
confusing, and irrational. Thus, they seek to defeat Jesus by an argument form that logicians call 
the reductio or the reductio ad absurdum. This means that the argument has the design of 
exposing the absurdity of the position of the opponent (literally: to reduce to an absurdity).  
They base their attack on an OT passage. 
 3B. The appeal to Deuteronomy 25 
 They appeal to the law regarding the responsibility a man has in the event of his brother’s 
death, if his brother has no children. In this case, the living brother’s duty is to marry his 
brother’s widow and to have children for his brother to perpetuate his name. Look at the OT text 
in Deuteronomy 25.5-10, 5 "If brothers dwell together, and one of them dies and has no son, the wife of the dead 
man shall not be married outside the family to a stranger. Her husband's brother shall go in to her and take her as his 
wife and perform the duty of a husband's brother to her. 6 And the first son whom she bears shall succeed to the name 
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of his dead brother, that his name may not be blotted out of Israel. 7 And if the man does not wish to take his brother's 
wife, then his brother's wife shall go up to the gate to the elders and say, 'My husband's brother refuses to perpetuate 
his brother's name in Israel; he will not perform the duty of a husband's brother to me.' 8 Then the elders of his city shall 
call him and speak to him, and if he persists, saying, 'I do not wish to take her,' 9 then his brother's wife shall go up to 
him in the presence of the elders and pull his sandal off his foot and spit in his face. And she shall answer and say, 'So 
shall it be done to the man who does not build up his brother's house.' 10 And the name of his house shall be called in 
Israel, 'The house of him who had his sandal pulled off.' 
 4B The story of seven brothers  
 The Sadducees tell a story that applies the marriage law of Deuteronomy 25. In this story, 
there are seven brothers. They all die one by one. They all die childless. Per the marriage law of 
Deut 25, they all marry the same woman. Alternatively, we might state it the other way around: 
the woman marries each of the brothers; when one dies, she marries the next in line and so forth. 
(cf. the Reformation Frau who married four reformers and became widow to all four).  
 5B. The spring in the trap 
 The question that the Sadducees ask springs the trap. 28 In the resurrection, therefore, of the seven, 
whose wife will she be?  They are seeking to expose the absurdity of belief in the resurrection by this 
fictitious story. If this were to happen, what happens when they all get to heaven in the 
resurrection? Whose wife will she be? She cannot be the wife of only one of them because that 
would be contrary to fact for in fact she is wife of all of them. Moreover, she cannot be the wife 
of all of them, all at once, as would be the case in the resurrection (if there were one) for that 
would contradict the biblical teaching against wholesale polygamy.  
 6B. The reason for the exaggeration 
 Why do the Sadducees go on and on in this story about seven brothers when all they 
would need is a story about two brothers to make the same point? They exaggerate. This 
exaggeration intensifies the point of absurdity they wish to pin on Jesus. It shows their attitude 
toward those who, like Jesus, believed in the resurrection. They laugh at the view; they think it is 
ludicrous. They express scorn and ridicule toward Jesus in this story and their follow up 
question.  
 
2A. Escaping the resurrection trap 
 What does Jesus say in reply? He has a twofold answer. He replies to both their denial of 
the resurrection and to the scenario they concoct regarding the matter of marriage in the 
resurrection. Speaking to both of these things, He thus says, You are wrong, because you know neither 
the Scriptures nor the power of God. 
 1) On one hand, Jesus counters their story of marriage and the resurrection 
  30 For in the resurrection they neither marry nor are given in marriage, but are like angels in heaven. 
 Does Jesus tell His opponents that the Scriptures make it clear that marriage ceases in the 
resurrection? Is this part of what He means by their ignorance of the Scriptures? Jesus is telling 
them that they are ignorant of the Scriptures and of the power of God and that is why they are 
wrong in how they use the story of the seven brothers. The fact that there is no marriage in 
heaven in resurrection glory is not part of OT teaching. Jesus must know this truth about 
marriage by revelation from the Father by the Spirit. Therefore, no oddity like the one the 
Sadducees propose exists in the resurrection. The question they raise (whose wife is she?) is 
irrelevant to the changed conditions in heaven where marriage as we know it on earth does not 
exist.   
 In all of this, how do they show ignorance of the Scriptures and the power of God? In a 
word, they do not know that earthly conditions do not bind the covenant keeping God of 
Scripture. He tells them that if you knew the teaching of Scripture regarding the God of the 
covenant with Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob and if you knew His power (as Moses indicates in the 
creation account) then you would see the folly of the story of the seven brothers and the false 
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problem to which it leads. You assume that God does not have the power to bring about 
radically different conditions in heaven, in the resurrection, that preserves His covenant 
faithfulness without contradiction or inconsistency.  
 2) On the other hand, Jesus counters their denial of the resurrection 
 This counter also reveals the fact that the Sadducees are ignorant of the Scriptures and the 
power of God. Lying below the radar of the scenario and the question they raise is their belief 
that there is no resurrection. They hold to this belief because they do not know the power of God. 
31 And as for the resurrection of the dead, have you not read what was said to you by God: 32 'I am the God of Abraham, 
and the God of Isaac, and the God of Jacob'? He is not God of the dead, but of the living." 
 Here Jesus quotes from Exodus 3.6 where we have the words of God to Moses at the 
burning bush. 4 When the LORD saw that he turned aside to see, God called to him out of the bush, "Moses, Moses!" 
And he said, "Here I am." 5 Then he said, "Do not come near; take your sandals off your feet, for the place on which you 
are standing is holy ground." 6 And he said, "I am the God of your father, the God of Abraham, the God of Isaac, and the 
God of Jacob." And Moses hid his face, for he was afraid to look at God. 
 An important question for us to ask and answer here is this: how does Jesus get His 
answer to the Sadducees from this account with Moses? The word resurrection is not in the OT 
passage. The idea of resurrection is not in view in the flow of thought, so, we might wonder how 
Jesus can apply it to the precise subject of physical life for persons who die.  
 In part, the answer comes from the present tense of the verb: I am the God of Abraham, 
Isaac, and Jacob (cf. “the Great I am” passages rooted in Ex. 6.1-8). If He is their God, then they 
must be living because He is God of the living and not of the dead. It also comes from the 
covenant God faithfully keeps. As Ridderbos puts it, it would be inconsistent with the divine 
character of the covenant to restrict it solely to the present life (He calls Himself by their names; 
this is covenant language that intimately connects the covenant people with the God of the 
covenant).  
 Thus, He continues to be their God and they are living, but they are still in their graves. 
How does the notion of resurrection come from this text (from the fact that God abides as their 
God in constant faithfulness to His covenant with them personally by name)?  
 The phrase, “I am their God,” tells us that He is and they are.  
 Therefore, they have life after death; there is afterlife. 
 However, what can we say about resurrection in such afterlife? 
 Some may think that Jesus merely refers to some kind of afterlife for souls, which is not 
resurrection. Alternatively, some claim that there is no basis for resurrection in Exodus 3. 
Resurrection refers to the resuscitation of a corpse, the giving of life to the body after death.  
 As persons, the patriarchs live, but they do not live; they remain buried in the grave. The 
fact that they live (after their death) promises resurrection life. It makes this promise because for 
them to live by the faithful power of the God of the covenant must entail that they live in the 
wholeness of their beings as human persons. From Genesis, the reader of Scripture (on the 
covenant promises to the ancestors of Moses who live) must discern that for a human being to 
have life means that He has life to his body and not just his soul because He is a body-soul unit.  

7 then the LORD God formed the man of dust from the ground and breathed into his nostrils the breath of life, 
and the man became a living creature. 

Consider the implications here: man is first the lifeless body that God formed from the dust. 
Then, he becomes a living soul (translated creature here in the ESV). Man, the body, became 
man the living soul. Clearly, a living human being (man) is a material-immaterial unit; he is an 
ensouled body or an embodied soul. The body has no life without the breath of life that makes 
man a living soul, but neither is there life in its fullness for the soul without the body because it 
is man, the body of dust that became a living soul. Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob continue to live 
beyond the grave because God is their God and He is the covenant-keeping God of the living as 
the living God. However, the life they have must be incomplete, abnormal; because only part of 
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what makes them human is alive, they have only part of what makes them human; the rest they 
left behind in the grave.  
 
Implications and applications 
 1) The counter of the Sadducees gives you a specific (defined) promise of resurrection 
life. This is what Jesus secured for His covenant people, for you. He secured resurrection life that 
involves God as our God in covenant faithfulness that abides; that includes His power as living 
God and God of the living in personal relationship. Therefore, He is not God of the dead (that 
would be impersonal in total). The fact is that the covenant is personal, of persons, of persons in 
their wholeness! 
 2) Seek wisdom by drawing out inferences from the things Scripture says explicitly. Be 
an alert, creative, and attentive reader of Scripture. Seek the Lord’s wisdom until it astonishes 
you as it did these crowds: 33 And when the crowd heard it, they were astonished at his teaching. Jesus is your 
guide to wisdom; He shows you how to gain it from Scripture. 
 This is an interesting example that shows how important it is to read the Scriptures as a 
fabric of teachings and not as a collection of individual threads. This calls for meditation and a 
careful, thoughtful, and critical use of logic. In this teaching, we have a call to good and 
necessary consequence in our use of Scripture. Jesus shows us that thinking critically from the 
implicit to the explicit conforms to Scripture as our final authority. We do not need to back off 
from the use of logic. The Baptist, Shawn Wright, suggests (confusingly and inconsistently) in 
his chapter on the use of logic in the baptism discussion that the London Confession of the 
Baptists improves on the Westminster Confession by pulling back on this point (Believer’s 
Baptism: Sign of the New Covenant in Christ). However, Jesus points us, by example, to live by 
every word of God and to do so by engaging our minds in logical inference along the way.  
 3) Set your mind in meditation on these things. Through this text, Jesus exhorts you to 
think in a heavenly-minded way and to ponder the coming glory for living in the present. For 
example, consider how we may answer the question about the body in the resurrection given that 
people have been cremated, devoured by animals, and decomposed from dust to dust. First, it all 
rests in the power of God. The Creator is able to reconstitute each body that died. Just look at the 
flower that withers and dies, goes into the ground, and then returns with a new body. Second, it 
rests in His covenant keeping faithfulness as the living God and God of the living. He has the 
ability and the will to do us the greatest good in this aspect of our being, physically, as in the 
things of the spirit. This is a great comfort to us in our aging, dying, and death in a fallen world. 
10 But if Christ is in you, although the body is dead because of sin, the Spirit is life because of righteousness. 11 If the 
Spirit of him who raised Jesus from the dead dwells in you, he who raised Christ Jesus from the dead will also give life 
to your mortal bodies through his Spirit who dwells in you (Rom.8.10-11). Therefore, you can trust the Lord 
regarding the body that He will raise with newness associated with the imperishable.  

35 But someone will ask, "How are the dead raised? With what kind of body do they come?" 36 You foolish 
person! What you sow does not come to life unless it dies. 37 And what you sow is not the body that is to be, 
but a bare kernel, perhaps of wheat or of some other grain. 38 But God gives it a body as he has chosen, and to 
each kind of seed its own body. 39 For not all flesh is the same, but there is one kind for humans, another for 
animals, another for birds, and another for fish. 40 There are heavenly bodies and earthly bodies, but the glory 
of the heavenly is of one kind, and the glory of the earthly is of another. 41 There is one glory of the sun, and 
another glory of the moon, and another glory of the stars; for star differs from star in glory. 42 So is it with the 
resurrection of the dead. What is sown is perishable; what is raised is imperishable (1 Cor.15.35-42). 

 
Benediction and Doxology 

Let us fall down before the majesty of our God in humble acknowledgement of ours sins and the 
impact of sin on our bodies in the fall; may we learn how to thank and praise Him for His covenant 
faithfulness and His marvelous promise of resurrection life that will bring to us a newness and 
freshness like the beautiful flowers of spring. To Him be all glory now and forever more, amen.  


