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24th Sunday after Pentecost ~ Series C ~ November 11, 2007

The God of the Living


The text for today is our Old Testament lesson, Luke 20:27-40, which has already been read.

Grace, mercy, and peace to you from God the Father and our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ!

On this Veterans Day weekend, you’ll see a number of the vets handing out poppies for people to wear.  Not many people know the real reason behind it.  The wearing of poppies can be traced back to a poem written by John McCrae in World War I, entitled, “In Flanders Fields.”  It describes the graves of those who fell in battle and were buried in the fields in Belgium, where poppies grow in abundance.  Specifically, the poem is written from the viewpoint of those in the grave.

In Flanders fields the poppies blow

Between the crosses, row on row,

That mark our place; and in the sky
The larks, still bravely singing, fly
Scarce heard amid the guns below.


We are the Dead. Short days ago
We lived, felt dawn, saw sunset glow,
Loved, and were loved, and now we lie
In Flanders fields.


Take up our quarrel with the foe:
To you from failing hands we throw
The torch; be yours to hold it high.
If ye break faith with us who die
We shall not sleep, though poppies grow
In Flanders fields.

The image is a rather disturbing one—not only from the perspective that it is a message from the grave, but, also, because of what can only be called, the “curse” that goes with it; namely, that if those left behind fail to take up the cause, the dead will not rest in peace.  

Obviously, that presents a problem for us Christians, especially in light of the All Saints Day that we celebrated just last Sunday.  We know that the only people who fail to rest from their labors are not those who saw their efforts unrealized but, rather, those who died without saving faith in Jesus.  For those, however, who departed this world believing in Him—whether they lived a full life or had their lives, “cut short” in the midst of battle, there is now eternal life without sorrow or pain or regret, because they were God’s children to the very end.

Now I don’t want anyone to think that I am saying you shouldn’t buy poppies or support veterans’ organizations.  By all means, please continue to do so.  God has blessed our country with many fine service men and women, and it is good and fitting that we should recognize them.  I only bring this up to contrast the worldly viewpoint of life and death “In Flanders Fields,” with that of Scripture.  

Holy Scripture gives an entirely different point of view, and, it is to this truth about life and death that all our Scripture readings speak today.  From Moses, to St. Paul, to Christ Himself—they all testify to the resurrection of the dead.  And vain is the perspective that would try to see things any other way.

Actually, there are a number of false beliefs out there in the world today concerning the state of those who have died.  You have those who maintain that people who leave this world with unresolved issues fail to find rest and still attempt to communicate their displeasure from beyond the grave.  But God’s holy Word clearly warns that spirits and occult practices originate from the devil.

Another false belief among more religious people is that some individuals become angels when they die.  This is the view presented in “It’s a Wonderful Life,” where we’re told, “every time a bell rings, an angel gets his wings.”  Or in the country song that asks, “Do you think that God could use another angel, to help pour out the rain?”  But God’s Word clearly states that angels are invisible spiritual beings created by God in the first six days to serve God and to help man.
The people in Thessalonica, to whom St. Paul was writing in our Epistle, had their own misunderstandings about resurrection.  Some among them claimed that the resurrection had already occurred and that those still living had missed the return of the Lord altogether.  But Paul clearly refutes the notion that any believers have been “left behind” and reminds them of the clear signs of Christ’s return.  

The Sadducees, in our Gospel reading, denied the resurrection of the dead altogether.  They believed that “the souls perish along with the bodies”—once you are dead, you’re dead.  To prove their point, they posed a hypothetical situation, where seven brothers take the same woman as their wife and each one dies before producing a son.  (Talk about “black widows!)  

Having set the stage, they ask Jesus: “In the resurrection, therefore, whose wife will the woman be?”  This is not a question seeking truth; the Sadducees would like nothing better than to trap Jesus, or at the very least alienate some of His following.  But Jesus doesn’t let them get by with this.  In the parallel account in Matthew 22:29, Jesus points out where the Sadducees have gone wrong: “You are in error because you do not know the Scriptures or the power of God.”  

The Sadducees are not simply well-intentioned people, trying to understand a teaching that is different from their own.  They are guilty of unbelief, trying to shape the teaching of God to suit their own ideas.  And that leads them to deny not only the resurrection of the body, but also the doctrine of angels, the reality of miracles, and the canonicity of all but the first five books of the Old Testament.

Jesus solves the dilemma posed by the Sadducees by distinguishing between two ages: the present age and the age to come.  In this age, God established marriage so that humanity could reflect the communion of God, multiply and fill the earth, and receive the promise of a Savior in the Seed of the woman (Genesis 3:15).  Christian marriage reflects the mystical union of Christ and His bride, the Church, who now awaits His return and the consummation of His kingdom.

But in the age to come, there will be neither birth nor death.  And there will be no marriage.  People will be like the angels in this regard.  Those who by God’s grace are privileged to live in that age are called by Jesus simply, “sons of God,” and “sons of the resurrection.”  Earthly family relationships will become unimportant, as all are “God’s children” through faith.

Attacking the unbelief of the Sadducees, Jesus recalls God’s statement to Moses at the burning bush, part of today’s Old Testament lesson: “I am the God of your father, the God of Abraham, the God of Isaac, and the God of Jacob.”  At the time of Moses, these patriarchs had been long dead physically, but God continues to speak of them as living, as in His presence.  Human relationships are interrupted by death, but the relationship a person has with God goes on eternally.  

Since Jesus made it clear that His authority is from God, and we know that He is the Son of God, Jesus is essentially saying here that He is the resurrection and the life.  Truly, Jesus is the God of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob veiled in human flesh; and in just a few days, He will prove to the Sadducees and Pharisees that He is the God of the living and not the dead, with His own death and resurrection.  

By God’s grace, we are among those who are truly alive, because in Holy Baptism “He has given us new birth into a living hope through the resurrection of Jesus Christ from the dead” (1 Peter 1:3).  Already now we are part of God’s kingdom, which includes Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob.  As we gather at the Lord’s Table to receive His body and blood, we not only join with all other Christians here on earth, but with angels and archangels and with all the company of heaven.  And together we confess “the Holy Christian Church, the communion of saints, the forgiveness of sins, the resurrection of the body and the life everlasting.”

Scripture clearly states that the resurrection of the dead belongs to the fundamental doctrines of Christianity.  Rejection of this doctrine makes Christian faith impossible.  

Unfortunately, false beliefs and erroneous ideas are prevalent at all times and places.  To add to the confusion, there are many in our day that are of the opinion that you are entitled to believe whatever you want to believe, even if it directly contradicts Scripture.  Such people imagine that anything, right or wrong, that is believed with the utmost sincerity in one’s own heart must be true—regardless of the fact that it might not follow what the Bible teaches.

And, so, we always must go back to the Third Commandment in this regard.  There, God tells us, “Remember the Sabbath Day by keeping it holy.”  The Sabbath was specially set aside to honor God’s Word.  In the words of Luther’s explanation for us today, it means: “We should fear and love God so that we do not despise preaching and His Word, but hold it sacred and gladly hear and learn it.”

Sadly, there are all too many of us who do not hold God’s Word entirely sacred and who do not gladly hear and learn it.  God’s Word is not held sacred when even a single portion of it is taught wrongly or is distorted.  And those who are willing to tolerate the false teachings of some churches, with the excuse that they are “mostly right” when it comes to the other things they say, are not holding God’s Word sacred, either.  

Likewise, the individual who wants to claim to be a Christian while, at the same time ignoring or dismissing something which the Bible teaches that might run contrary to his personal choices in life, is not gladly hearing and learning what God’s Word has to say either.  

Imagine a soldier who does not follow his commanding officer’s orders, or reinterprets those orders, or follows only that portion of the orders, which he feels suits him personally.  Not only does he increase the risk of ending up buried beneath that field of poppies, but he also puts his fellow soldiers in danger as well. 

It is no different with the Christian faith.  We are one body in Christ.  As such, what each of us believes—or does not believe—individually has an impact on the strength and unity of the rest of the body of Christ.  We are called together under one Word—the Word of God Himself.  

St. Paul warns: “Do not be deceived: God is not mocked, for whatever one sows, that will he also reap.  For the one who sows to his own flesh will from the flesh reap corruption, but the one who sows to the Spirit will from the Spirit reap eternal life” (Galatians 6:7,8).  

To sow to the Spirit, is to sow with the seed of the Word of God; for that is the only seed that yields eternal life.  God planted that pure seed in you when He baptized you.  The power of that pure Word is how He created saving faith in you.  And it is only through that pure Word that your God-given faith will continue to grow healthy and strong.  

Without that life-giving Word, our faith would die—and we would die eternally.  But, clinging to it, holding it sacred, gladly hearing and learning it will yield that harvest of righteousness of which the Bible speaks.  And your body will not be abandoned to the grave but will be raised up on the Last Day to life everlasting.  It is all because Christ our Lord was Himself raised up from the dead.  And if the Head of the body has been raised, will the members of the body not also be raised as well?  

So that, unlike the characters in the poem, we are not called the dead—we are the living!  Because our Redeemer lives, we who have Him living within us are truly alive—and alive forever!  Indeed, Christ is the God of the living.  He is the resurrection and the life.  In Him alone, you have salvation and eternal life.  For His sake, you forgiven of all of your sins in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit.  Amen.

Now may the peace of God that passes all understanding guard your hearts and minds in Christ Jesus unto life everlasting.  Amen. 

