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It’s a Trap!
It’s a good day when you get to start 

a sermon with a Star Wars reference. The 
line “It’s a trap!” comes from The Return of 
the Jedi. In the movie, Admiral Ackbar, the 
Supreme Commander of the Rebel Alliance 
Fleet, has just moved all the rebel forces to 
destroy what was supposed to be an inop-
erable Death Star, only to discover that the 
Death Star actually was operational. He was 
forced into a difficult choice: retreat and 
suffer great casualties or battle and face an-
nihilation.

While the movie is science fiction, it 
does help us understand how traps work. 
The goal of any good trap is to entice or lure 
a victim down a prescribed path. Along the 
way, the trap will also narrow the field of 
vision until the trap is sprung, and the victim 
is forced to make a difficult or impossible 
choice.  

Think of mouse traps, where food is 
often used to lure the mouse and narrow its 
field of vision until the mouse is caught. 

Or consider strategy games. 
I remember playing chess against a 

grandmaster in college and knowing I was 
falling into a trap but simply unable to see 
how. A chess grandmaster sees the board 
ten moves ahead of you and slowly lures you 
onto a path until you’re forced to forfeit or 
accept checkmate.

A trap is the perfect way to describe the 
question posed to Jesus by the Sadducees, 
“Whose wife will the woman be?”  

But to understand the trap requires a 
little background work on the Sadducees.

The opening verse of our Gospel lesson 
tells us that the Sadducees did not believe in 
the Resurrection, which makes me curious 
why. What we know about the Sadducees 
comes from the New Testament, as well as 
Jewish historians such as Josephus and other 
Jewish sects like the Essenes. 

From these sources, we learn that the 
Sadducees accepted only the Torah, the first 
five books of the Bible, as Scripture, which 
makes sense as the Torah does not discuss 
the afterlife much and never mentions Res-
urrection. 

Perhaps because of their intimate knowl-
edge with the Torah, especially Leviticus, 
the Sadducees are also the priestly sect, in 
charge of the Temple in Jerusalem. This gave 
them great influence, power, and wealth. 
This role also places them in contact with 
the masses, as they conducted sacrifices and 
oversaw the annual pilgrimages that all Jews 
would make to the Temple.

Their experiences shaped their perspec-
tive, and the theology that emerges from the 
Sadducees is very grounded in the human ex-
perience. Torah, Temple, and people led them 
to believe that humans are free creatures, 
fully responsible for their own fate. As such, 
the Sadducees denied the existence of angels 
and demons, since they could often be de-
ployed as excuses for human behavior.  And 
of course, they rejected the Resurrection. For 
the Sadducees, life now is all there is.

Along comes this Rabbi Jesus, who has 
managed to thoroughly stump and befuddle 
the Sadducees prime rival, the Pharisees.  
They must have wondered, “Do we have an 
ally in Jesus?” Only one way to find out: lay a 
trap.

So they frame the question with a 
story intended to expose the absurdity of 
Resurrection. They begin with a premise, 
thoroughly couched in the Torah. Accord-
ing to a custom called levirate marriage, if 
a woman’s husband dies before she bears 
a son, she must marry his brother, and the 
cycle continues until she births a son. This 
was a means to preserve both property and 
lineage. Now if there is a Resurrection, who 
gets to claim her as a wife?

Admittedly, this is a very gender-biased 
question. If their primary concern was 
about multiple spouses, the Sadducees did 
not need to conjure a hypothetical situa-
tion.  They could have simply asked who 
would claim Abraham or Jacob or David as 
husband in the Resurrection. But the ques-
tion is effective because it is grounded in 
potential reality. The listeners could imagine 
such a scenario. Even today, some of us may 
wonder what will happen to Mike and Carol 
Brady from the Brady Bunch in the Resur-
rection. We are a society of blended families 
and second marriages.



The Sadducees thought they had set up a 
good trap, exposing the absurdity of Resur-
rection. It appears Jesus has only two op-
tions: reject the Torah by rejecting levirate 
marriage or reject Resurrection.  

Ah, but they don’t know Jesus, do they?
Jesus’ reply targets a critical error made 

by the Sadducees: that Resurrection will 
simply be a continuation of our lives now.  
The Sadducees inappropriately projected 
the contours of life now into the Resurrec-
tion. They assumed that their experiences 
and the perspective that emerges from those 
experiences were sufficient in understand-
ing the Resurrection. But Jesus points out 
the arrogance of such thinking when he 
draws a distinction between this age, where 
marriage is a given institution, and that age, 
when marriage is no longer needed.  

The Sadducees needed to acknowledge 
that their narrow field of vision had elimi-
nated the greater possibility of what GOD 
might do.

Here’s what I mean: when an airplane 
lands, what is the response of the typical 
traveler?  

Today, many of us urgently turn on our 
cell phone to check missed e-mails, calls, or 
texts. Or maybe we surreptitiously un-clip 
our seat belts in order to position ourselves 
for a better exit strategy. 

This is why I vividly remember traveling 
in South America on a short flight from a na-
tional airline, and was surprised that when 
the plane landed, the passengers began to 
cheer and applaud.  Clearly, different experi-
ences of life were at work here, a perspec-
tive that compelled passengers to applaud 
successful landings. Maybe flights there are 
a rare treat, or perhaps a safe landing is a 
cause for celebration. Their experiences 
create a different perspective, one where 
it is entirely appropriate to cheer airplane 
landings.  

And then I remember when I took an-
other flight in a neighboring country, made 
a false generalization based on that experi-
ence, and found myself the only one ap-
plauding when the plane touched down.

Experiences inform our perspective, 
which then creates behavior, and Jesus chal-
lenges the Sadducees’ arrogant claim that 
there must be no Resurrection because they 
could not conceive of such a thing. And Jesus 
argues the evidence of Resurrection not 
from Isaiah or Daniel, which the Sadducees 
would have rejected, but from one of the 
most treasured stories of the Torah — the 
burning bush.  

It is this story where GOD reveals GOD’s 
personal name, I AM. And in this story, 
Moses is to report that GOD is the GOD of 
Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob. Jesus turns this 
story back to the Sadducees and asks, “How 
could GOD not be a GOD of the living?” 

In essence, Jesus tells the Sadducees, 
“Your god is too small.”

Jesus tells us that the GOD of Abraham, 
Isaac, and Jacob is the GOD who resurrects, 
the GOD who names us as children, the GOD 
who considers us worthy to be in that age. 

Listen to the last verse of our text, “Now 
GOD is GOD not of the dead, but of the living; 
for to GOD all of them are alive.” As children 
of the Resurrection, we are alive to GOD!

And if Resurrection is real, it has a dis-
ruptive tendency to intrude into our present 
age. In his reply, Jesus describes marriage as 
something given only for this age. While the 
Sadducees may have been concerned with 
property and lineage, in our age, we lean 
towards investing too much into the saving 
power of the marriage relationship. 

To me, our society’s expectation that 
a good relationship will save everything is 
crystallized in a single line from the movie 
Jerry Maguire. And in my head, I imagine sit-
ting in a movie theater next to Jesus, watch-
ing Jerry Maguire, when the male protago-
nist bursts into the room, locks eyes with the 
female protagonist, and declares to her, “You 
complete me.” At that point, I imagine Jesus 
with a mouthful of popcorn, trying his best 
to stifle a loud guffaw at this view of mar-
riage.
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That’s what Resurrection can do. It will 
shuffle around what we think and what 
our society thinks are of ultimate value. It 
exposes our tendency to assign eternal value 
to temporal things. Lest we forget, Jesus did 
not marry. Jesus did not have children. And 
yet Jesus embodies, more than any other 
person in history ever will, what it means 
to be human, fully alive to GOD and to the 
world.

Resurrection will disrupt our lives, but 
only if we allow it. For the Sadducees, Resur-
rection was at best a nuisance, an amusing 
theological debate. But remember that the 
Sadducees spoke from a place of privilege.  
Their perspective on life and on Resur-
rection came from experiences of power, 
wealth, and influence. For them, Resurrec-
tion was unnecessary, an ornament to faith.  
They did not need Resurrection.

But what if we consider the perspective 
of someone else in today’s reading, the hypo-
thetical unnamed woman? In the story, the 
woman is barely regarded as human. She is 
a mere prop in a trap, with only one task for 
this age: to bear male progeny. Even at this, 
she fails.

For her, listen to the news of Resurrec-
tion: “You are a child of GOD, a child of the 
Resurrection. By grace through faith, GOD 
has considered you worthy. Child, know this: 
you are alive to GOD.”  

Do you see how perspective changes 
everything?  

For this woman, Resurrection is not dis-
posable. Resurrection is indispensable.

The Sadducees and the woman repre-
sent the traps that we can set for ourselves.  
In our lives, we can make choices that allow 
Resurrection to become a nice idea, some-
thing that could or could not happen, a take 
it or leave it proposition. We can think too 
much of ourselves or too much of this age, 
and eventually we are left thinking how un-
necessary or absurd Resurrection is.

Or we can let Resurrection intrude on 
our lives. We can make choices that force us 
onto the path that must lead to Resurrection.  
We can structure our lives around the mys-
tery of faith: Christ has died, Christ has risen, 
Christ will come again. We can live in such a 
faithful way that we find ourselves trapped 
and saying to ourselves, “Resurrection needs 
to happen, because my whole life rests on 
that promise.”


