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Will Willimon is fond of telling the story of the time when he was Dean of the Chapel at Duke 
and he had the great Baptist preacher, Carlyle Marney there to speak to some students. When a 
student said, “Dr. Marney, would you say a word or two about the resurrection of the dead?” 
Marney replied, “I will not discuss that with people like you.” “Why not?” asked the student. “I 
don't discuss such matters with anyone under 30,” Marney said. “Look at you, in the prime of 
life, potent – never have you known honest-to-God failure, heart-burn, impotency, solid defeat, 
brick walls, mortality. So what can you know of a dark world which only makes sense if Christ 
is raised?” Marney seemed to be saying, along with Jesus in today's text, to know yourself 
deeply as a child of resurrection is the only way life is fully livable, because to know yourself 
as a child of resurrection is the only thing capable of changing everything. 
 
There are those, like the Sadducees, who really just can't imagine everything being changed, 
and frankly their lives are so comfortable that they think they really don't want anything 
changed. Now, to be clear about who the Sadducees were, you remember they were the fat cats. 
We don't hear as much about them in the New Testament as we do the Pharisees, but that's 
because of where most of Jesus' ministry took place. See, out in Galilee and in the rural towns 
where Jesus went was where the Pharisees were. They were more or less the mayors and town 
councilmen, and people on the local school boards. 
 
But, the Sadducees were more like the Washington politicians. They were in the capital city of 
Jerusalem. They were the establishment there where Jesus was about to be executed. They ran 
the Temple and were the priestly families. When it came to scripture they were strict 
constructionists. They accepted only what we know as the first five books of the Bible, that is, 
only the Law given to Moses, what was written down at the beginning of their formation as a 
nation, as being authoritative. They considered the writings of the prophets, like Isaiah and 
Jeremiah, Amos, Hosea, all of that as innovative and dangerous activist interpretation. They 
didn't believe that anything needed to be added, or that scripture needed to be reinterpreted for 
changing circumstances. And since it wasn't mentioned in the law, they didn't believe in 
resurrection. And, by the way, it was popular among Jews at the time to believe in resurrection, 
but the Sadducees were the cynics, they were the hardened “realists”. 
 
That being the case, they thought the idea of resurrection was absurd. And you see what's really 
at stake in that is that they believed that the idea of a resurrecting God and of life as never-
ending grace was absurd. So, they come to Jesus with a little riddle they've made up designed 
to show how ridiculous a belief in resurrection is. It's an interesting argument. Quoting the Law 
of Moses, they point out how according to this law, that if a man's brother dies childless, (or 
what it really means is without a son) that the man must marry the widow and try to have a son 
by her, for the sake of his brother, thus assuring him of posterity, that his name would go on. 
 
So, in their riddle they say this happened seven times, seven brothers married this woman and 
none had any sons, so in your “resurrection age” Jesus, when God makes everyone and all of 
life new, whose wife will she be?” They probably thought the whole scenario was pretty funny. 
I mean that might cause a lot of problems. You gotta know whose wife she'd be in the new age! 
Now, at first glance, this may seem like just a piece of matrimonial law, but the Sadducees 
understood their scriptures on a deeper level than that, as you might expect. They knew that the 
law existed exactly because posterity was the only way of bluffing past the reign of death.  
 
You see, the reason for the necessity of protecting marriage and family, the reason why getting 
married and having kids was so important was all about the fear of death. What happens if 
nothing survives of someone? And that's just it, that's what they saw as the “real” world. The 



threat of death is all around and when you're dead you're dead, so posterity is obviously very 
important and Moses knew that and took care of it for us. Life is not grace finally. Life is 
bounded in by death, and so the whole idea of new resurrection life is absurd. That was their 
argument. 
 
Now, you might be surprised if I tell you it's not too far from our own beliefs, really. We like to 
believe in resurrection as a hope for an afterlife, something, somewhere completely removed 
from this life. But, that's not the same thing as trusting in a God of resurrection, is it? It's not the 
same thing as living your life now believing that the God in whom we live and move, is a God 
who is always and everywhere, whether in this life or another, making each one and all things 
new. See, that's where we, like the Sadducees, often think the whole thing is absurd, at the level 
of what we call “real” life. You know, who's wife is she? 
 
Hardly a day goes by in the Daily News-Record when either in the editorial itself, or in 
someone's letter to the editor it isn't talked about the necessity of living in the “real” world. And 
it's always clear that that's a world defined by and bounded by the threat and the fear of death. 
As someone pointed out in Bible study Wednesday night, it's really not very far removed in our 
own culture from the time when in a farming culture that was still the reason and the necessity 
for having children. Fear of death, what will happen if we don't have enough help and/or we 
don't survive? And of course, you see it in situations of divorce, when in dividing up 
possessions you hear extended family members saying things like: “Well, we don't want her to 
get our stuff.” Or, “we don't want him to get our stuff.” Because of course, if we don't have 
grandma's china, who are we? 
 
Like the Sadducees think, “if she isn't one of these brother's wives, who is she? “Whose is she?” 
Posterity. What happens if something of us isn't passed down to our own? That's fear of death. I 
want to tell you that for the first twelve or thirteen years that I played guitar, I would not play it 
in front of anyone. I was afraid I'd mess up and feel shamed or humiliated. And could life be 
redeemed after that?! That's fear of death. And even now, when I've been playing in public for 
years, there's this one lead part that I've been able to play perfectly at home in my living room 
for probably 6-8 years now, and it's only this past summer that I can play it well, sometimes, in 
public. 
 
Fear of shame and humiliation, fear of failure, it's all the same, it's fear of death. How can we 
live free of that? Well, the Sadducees, and other modern “realists”, and you and I much of the 
time say: we can't. Face it. That's the “real” world, so we'd better make laws to protect marriage 
and family, and laws that protect who gets our stuff, and get our enemies before they get us, 
and you'd better not attempt anything where you put yourself out there, until you're assured of 
success, or have some kind of safety net. That's a world defined by and bounded by the 
possibility of our death. 
 
But, friends listen to Jesus. It's not the world that he either declares or lives in as real. For Jesus, 
this world is God's world, and God is a God of resurrection! And those who realize that says 
Jesus are children of God and children of resurrection. See, you think we'd still be that, even if 
we didn't have grandma's china? You think this woman would still be that even if no one knew 
to which husband she belonged? See that changes everything. See, Jesus isn't saying marriage 
is now to be thrown out. (Although he may have been saying that marriage for the real reasons 
it was practiced in his culture was to be thrown out.) But, what he's saying is that if you're 
living as a child of resurrection, a child of this God of never-ending grace, constantly making 
everything new, then if you get married it won't be for any of the old reasons! It won't be to 
“have” a wife, or to “have” a husband, or to “have” children or any of those reasons related to 
our needs for security. It will be to share life and love as children together of a God of 
resurrection, to learn better how to be children of this God, by giving ourselves away in love. 
 



Jesus, as he always does, reverses the Sadducees' whole premise. You don't define life, and thus 
God by your own cultural standards that are hemmed in by your fear of death. You don't call 
that the “real” world! The God of grace, the God of resurrection who has nothing to do with 
death or your fear of it, is to define how you live your life in God's world. Friends, knowing 
yourself as a child of the God of resurrection changes everything. And as this is the season 
when we really focus on stewardship, I hope you can see how it affects that. Stewardship isn't 
just money, of course, it's everything we do in and with our lives. Time, talents, gifts, and 
service, we say. That about covers it all. 
 
You know, if the fear of death could keep me from sharing my gift of music for twelve years, 
you can certainly also see how it keeps us from sharing our money more freely, or our time or 
our service. Can't you? What if it's judged by someone as not enough? What if we run out? My 
time is limited isn't it? Can you hear the fear of death in all of that? So, the question is will that 
or will the God of resurrection define the way we live our lives?  
 
Well, for those of you who've been wondering when I was ever going to get around to the 
rainbows, here it is. When Charlette and I were in Northern Ireland a few weeks ago, one day 
up along the Antrim coast we saw five rainbows. That's five different rainbows in one day! The 
next day we saw three more before 11:00 in the morning. Well, when you see that many you 
start to look for them all the time, and you learn how to look for them. It's something we all 
know if we stop and think about it, I guess, but we usually don't think about it, as they're a more 
rare occurrence for us. But, here's the thing. To look for rainbows you look not at the sun, but 
in the direction the sun is shining, and you look into where the storm is.  
 
You see, it's the reverse of what we'd normally be inclined to do in life. Because our normal 
inclination is to think life is defined and bounded by death and we spend our time trying to turn 
away from and protect ourselves from the threatening clouds and storms. We think life's about 
trying to find warmth and protection for us. Sometimes, we even use religion that way don't we, 
as a hedge against death. But, that's not the Christian faith. Friends, as Christians we assume the 
light and the warmth of God, we are children of resurrection, and so we are free to look instead 
in the same direction that God is shining the divine light.  We are free to look into the storms of 
life, all the places where God needs us to be part of the light, to share all the gifts we've been 
given: time, talent, gifts, service. And when we do that, our faith is confirmed. 
 
We find we live in a world of rainbows, five in one day, a world of promise, a world of 
resurrection. And that's what stewardship is, it's looking and living with all our means, in the 
same direction God is shining the divine light. Believe in resurrection and look for rainbows. 
 
Amen. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 


