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GOD, NOT OF THE DEAD, BUT OF THE LIVING 
 
The gospel reading begins with a question some Sadducees put to Jesus. 
Sadducees deny the resurrection of the dead. Sadducees are Jews who only 
accept the first five books of the Bible. They deal with the oldest history of 
Israel and the Law that Moses had given to the people of Israel. Life on earth is 
regulated by the Law of Moses: how should I relate to God and my fellow 
human beings? If I live well, I will be blessed on earth. When I die, I disappear 
like a shadow to the Sheol, the underworld. Everything must happen here on 
earth. 
 
Some Sadducees put a question 
Now the case that some Sadducees presented to Jesus. Moses had determined 
that when a man died childless, his wife had to have a child from his brother. 
The point was that the man had to live on in his children. Living on in an 
afterlife was not discussed because you only could live on in your children. But 
the Sadducees took into account that also the brother of the deceased can die 
without leaving children behind. They go so far that all other brothers die 
without having children. Finally, the woman also dies. Then the Sadducees 
come with their question: Now, at the resurrection, whose wife will she be, since 
she had been married to all seven? This is a nonsense question from people 
who do not believe in the resurrection or a life after death. It was therefore 
rather a trick question to checkmate Jesus than a real question. 
 
The first answer of Jesus: not only live on in your children, but also live on 
with God 
Jesus gives a double answer. First he points to the absurdity of the question that 
was put to him. He makes a distinction between people who live in this world 
and people who live in the hereafter. People in this world get married so that life 
is transmitted in such a way. But people who live in the hereafter live like 
angels. Angels are neither male nor female. They do not marry and have no 
children. So in heaven you don't have to get married to have children to live on 
in such a way. You live on in a different way. 



  
 

 

 
Jesus' second answer: the living God remains a friend even after death 
Jesus gives a second answer. He refers to Moses and the burning bush. This is a 
story that the Sadducees know because it is in Exodus, the second book of the 
Bible. God spoke to Moses from the bush: I am the God of your father, I am the 
God of Abraham, the God of Isaac and the God of Jacob (3: 6). This means that 
there is a union between God and Abraham, Isaac, Jacob and the father of 
Moses. The Bible even speaks of a bond of friendship. God calls Abraham his 
friend (Isaiah 41: 8). In the letter of James we read: Abraham put his faith in 
God, and this was considered as making him upright, and he received the name 
‘friend of God’ (2:23). Moses also is called friend of God: The Lord would talk 
to Moses face to face, as a man talks to his friend (Ex. 33:11). The friendship 
with God applies not only to Abraham and Moses, but to all who stand in their 
line. Since the God of Abraham, Isaac, Jacob, Moses and all who stand in their 
line is a God, not of the dead, but of the living, friendship with God is not ended 
with death. The living and life-giving God is and remains a friend even after 
dying. 
 
Conclusion 
In the past it was thought that the body dies at death, but that the soul is taken 
up to heaven. This was in the tradition of the Greek philosopher Plato, who 
assumed the immortality of the soul. But in the Bible, and also in modern 
thinking, we do not find this idea: soul and body form a unity, when someone 
dies, he dies completely, body and soul. In some Bible books you come across 
the idea of the resurrection of the dead, with soul and body, at the last days. But 
for us, a body that has perished cannot be resurrected. Yet the Bible offers a 
thought from which you can draw hope. We already saw that the God of 
Abraham, Isaac and Jacob is not a God of the dead, but of the living. God does 
not give up the relationship with people who have attached themselves to Him: 
you will not abandon me to Sheol, you cannot allow your faithful servant to see 
the abyss. You will teach me the path of life, unbounded joy in your presence, at 
your right hand delight for ever (Ps. 16: 10-11). Jesus says: Anyone who 
believes in me, even though that person dies, will live, and whoever lives and 
believes in me will never die (John 11: 25-26). According to John, faith and 
death do not go together. According to Biblical language, believing is practical: 
not just believing, but also doing. Believing in Jesus means: acting like Jesus. 



  
 

 

That means breaking bread and sharing. That means giving to those who do not 
have, caring and paying attention to others, in short: loving. For John, such a 
life is a life that is already beginning now and that, in God’s view, has no end. 
Such a life has eternal value. 

Death is not denied, but it is refuted. How we live on after death: we don't 
know. Jesus says that people in the new world do not marry and are not married 
off (Luke 20:35), but what they do he does not say, nor can he say. The only 
thing we can say comes down to this: live as a friend of God by serving Him 
and your neighbor now on earth. Love is stronger than death. In this connection 
I refer to the words of Thérèse of Lisieux on her death bed: I no longer believe 
in eternal life. She can no longer believe, but her love remains.1 

 
We can only trust that we are safe in God’s hands, now while we still live on 
earth, but also later, when we have to give up this earthly life. We must leave it 
to God what it will be like after death. 
 
 

                     
1 Tomas Halik, Geduld met God. Twijfel als brug tussen geloven en niet-geloven, Zoetermeer 
2015, 41-45 


