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Jesus is the God of the Living

Luke 20:20-47

Key Verse: 20:38

“He is not the God of the dead, but of the living, for to him all are alive.”

How would you live if there were no consequences in the world at all? If there were no penalties for broken speed limits, no consequences for cheating or breaking the law, no restrictions on life whatsoever what would you do? Keep this thought in mind as we go through and see if you can spot which group of people lives with this idea. In today’s passage Jesus debates with the religious leaders. Every election year we see the presidential candidates debate the issues some are good and some were not. The reason they debate is to prove that they are the better candidate for the job, a kind of public job interview. But in the passage today, Jesus is not looking to get a job but discussing eternal matters. In the end Jesus silences his critics and leaves them speechless. In doing so Jesus reveals himself as the God of the living. 

Conflict and controversy continue as the religious leaders hatch a plan to catch Jesus. The action starts off at verse 20 let’s take a look. “Keeping a close watch on him, they sent spies, who pretended to be honest. They hoped to catch Jesus in something he said so that they might hand him over to the power and authority of the governor.” These spies were sent by the teachers of the law and the chief priests. Since their straight forward attacks on Jesus amounted to nothing so they decided to try a covert mission. Going undercover they took off their fancy robes and posed as ordinary Jews. Their hope was to trick Jesus into saying something that would get him in trouble with the law so that they could hand him over to the Romans. They came up with what they thought was the perfect plan. It seemed like there was no way out. Take a look at verses 21-22. “So the spies questioned him: ‘Teacher, we know that you speak and teach what is right, and that you do not show partiality but teach the way of God in accordance with the truth. Is it right for us to pay taxes to Caesar or not?’” The spies start out using the oldest trick in the book, flattery. With fake smiles they heap empty praises upon Jesus hoping to catch him with his guard down. They seem to appeal for relief from Roman taxation when they lay their trap by asking a clever no-win question, “Is it right for us to pay taxes to Caesar or not?” This question didn’t have a winning answer. If Jesus said, “yes” then his credibility with the Jewish people would be shot. Because paying taxes to their oppressors made the Jews sick. They appalled it. It was like paying the salary of the Roman soldiers just so that they can beat you up. Another problem the Jews had with paying taxes to Caesar, was that it was blasphemous to them. The Jews worshiped God alone, but Caesar considered himself to be god. So for Jews it was more than just oppression, it was also a spiritual matter. So the spies hoped that Jesus would fall into their trap honoring God and his Jewish nationalism, and denounce paying taxes to Caesar. That way they could report Jesus to the Roman governor and have him arrested for insurrection. 

All in all it was a clever plan, except that it didn’t work. What did Jesus do? Look at verse 23. “He saw through their duplicity and said to them, ‘Show me a denarius. Whose portrait and inscription are on it?’” Jesus wasn’t the least bit deceived; he saw through their ploy and asked them to show him a denarius. A denarius was a silver coin minted by Rome worth about a day’s wages. At the time, Tiberius Caesar was the Roman Emperor. This coin had his portrait with the inscription, “Tiberius Caesar, son of the divine Augustus.” So when they pulled out the coin and showed Jesus the obvious answer was Caesar’s image was on it. Jesus’ question looked simplistic and pointless. But I find it ironic that these spies, who were supposed to be holy men, carried around and used these Roman coins which bore idolatrous images and blasphemous inscriptions. This is a small hint of their hypocrisy. 

Look at verse 25b. “He said to them, ‘Then give to Caesar what is Caesar’s and to God what is God’s.’” Jesus’ answer astonished his enemies. In one sentence, Jesus taught the whole duty of man, both civil and spiritual. “Give to Caesar what is Caesar’s” teaches our duty to be a good citizen to our nation. The Bible teaches that God is the sovereign Ruler of all. It is God who raises leaders and it is God who deposes leaders. So we must respect governing authorities out of reverence for God and submit to their authority. (Ro 13:1-7) In the beginning of Luke’s gospel the Roman Empire seems to be painted in the background but God uses them for gospel work. When Joseph and Mary obeyed Caesar’s decree to travel to Bethlehem, even though it seemed pointless and involved a lot of suffering, they were actually fulfilling God’s will so that the Messiah could be born in Bethlehem and fulfill prophecy. Sometimes when we see what is going on in our country; involved in two wars, taxes getting higher and foolish decisions being made we wonder if our tax dollars are being wasted and should pay for such things. A recent poll revealed that the American people’s confidence in the government is at the lowest point it has been in the last fifty years. And some people are getting so frustrated that they want to take action, but according to the Bible, we must trust the sovereign rule of God and serve our country in a godly way. Christian faith can’t be used as an excuse to avoid doing our national duty. 

It’s pretty clear that Jesus taught us to fulfill our duty as citizens in fact as Christians we should be exemplary citizens. 1 Peter 2:12 says, “Live such good lives among the pagans that, though they accuse you of doing wrong, they may see your good deeds and glorify God on the day he visits us.”

That means that we must not only do our duties, but do them to the best of our ability as if we are doing them for God. That means if we have to pay our taxes- without cheating, obey the speed limit-all the time not just when cops are around, buy license plates and city stickers for our car, study hard in school to really know the material and no just to get good grades, educate our children in the ways of God and the law, and obey whatever other laws there are – without trying to find all the loopholes. But Jesus didn’t stop there he went on to say, “...and to God what is God’s.” What is God’s? Everything is God’s. Especially, our lives belong to God. As the coin had Caesar’s portrait and inscription on it, each of us were made in God’s image and His principals inscribed on our hearts. Therefore, we must give our lives to God. Deuteronomy 6:5 says, “Love the Lord your God with all your heart and with all your soul and with all your strength.” When we love God, everything that we do, can be done for God and we can give glory to God in doing it. When we love God, we discover His broken heart for the people of the world and that compels us to want to participate in God’s work by sharing His word with them so they may be know God too. 

Jesus’ answer was so good, that even the spies were astonished and unable to trap him because they were speechless. They couldn’t argue with his logic. And before long another group appeared. Some of the Sadducees came to Jesus to question him. The Sadducees were religious in appearance but they weren’t spiritual at all. They denied the resurrection, angels and spirits. According to Josephus, they only considered the Pentateuch fully authoritative and rejected the Prophets, Psalms and Pharisee oral traditions. They controlled the priesthood and most political affairs by dominating the Sanhedrin. They raked in money from the offerings of the poor, enjoyed honor and recognition among people, and had clout with the Roman government. They had everything this world could offer; money, power, influence. So they loved their lives. Who wouldn’t, if you have everything, but when they loved the world, they couldn’t see God. 1 John 2:15-17 says, “Do not love the world or anything in the world. If anyone loves the world, the love of the Father is not in him. For everything in the world–the cravings of sinful man, the lust of his eyes and the boasting of what he has and does–comes not from the Father but from the world. The world and its desires pass away, but the man who does the will of God lives forever.” Those who love the world cannot love God. Those who love the world don’t like the idea of resurrection because they want to live their lives without any eternal consequences. Their ends justify their means and they think, “It doesn’t matter how you achieve success, as long as you achieve it.” So they wanted to discredit Jesus’ teaching about resurrection. They concocted a story, loosely based on the law, and brought it to Jesus. Look at verses 28-33. “‘Teacher,’ they said, ‘Moses wrote for us that if a man’s brother dies and leaves a wife but no children, the man must marry the widow and have children for his brother. The first one married a woman and died childless. The second and then the third married her, and in the same way the seven died, leaving no children. Finally, the woman died too. Now then, at the resurrection whose wife will she be, since the seven were married to her?” 

Their story is so twisted and tragic. It seems they were consumed with marriage and death. Their story can be summarized as marriage, death, and who gets the woman. If it was a movie, it might be called, “Seven weddings and eight funerals.” Anyone without resurrection faith ends up becoming a slave to the power of death even though they might look good on the outside like the Sadducees. Paul said, “The mind of sinful man is death...” (Ro 8:6). Those who think that money, pleasure or glory are everything will find out they are greatly mistaken. Without faith in the resurrection, there’s no escape from the fear of death. Those who live with the fear of death suffer from sorrow, fear and despair. Without resurrection faith, the Sadducees were like the walking dead. 

How did Jesus answer them? Look at verses 34-36. “Jesus replied, ‘The people of this age marry and are given in marriage. But those who are considered worthy of taking part in that age and in the resurrection from the dead will neither marry nor be given in marriage, and they can no longer die; for they are like the angels. They are God’s children, since they are children of the resurrection.’” For those who are considered worthy, in the age to come there is no marriage. The age to come will NOT be an extension of our present reality into eternity. Rather, the resurrection age will be totally different. Those who participate in that age will be like the angels. They will be spiritual beings. They will be motivated by holy desires, not sinful ones. They will serve God with joy, thanksgiving and praise. They receive eternal life and can never die. They will bear the image and likeness of God and of our Lord Jesus Christ. 1 Cor 15:49 says, “And just as we have borne the likeness of the earthly man, so shall we bear the likeness of the man from heaven.” We shall be like Jesus in the resurrection age. 

Jesus backed up his statement with evidence from the Bible, even from the part that the Sadducees said they claimed to believe. Look at verses 37. “But in the account of the bush, even Moses showed that the dead rise, for he calls the Lord ‘the God of Abraham, and the God of Isaac, and the God of Jacob.’” The phrase, “The God of Abraham, and the God of Isaac, and the God of Jacob,” is an important Biblical truth and is repeated over and over again. It is repeated to emphasize that our God is the living God. It is repeated to emphasize that in the living God we are all his children through the resurrection of Christ Jesus. “The God of Abraham, and the God of Isaac, and the God of Jacob” means that man is immortal and that God is not only the Father of Abraham, but also of Isaac and Jacob. It also means that before the living God, the three of them are all alive today, even though they died a long time ago. Then Jesus gets to his main point in verse 38. “He is not the God of the dead, but of the living, for to him all are alive.” Through this verse we find a correlation. Those who accept Jesus as God are living. Jesus is not the God of the dead, they rejected him, they have no God. But Jesus is however the God of the living and through Him they have eternal life. Remember when Moses and Elijah appeared with Jesus on the mountain during his transfiguration? They were real and they were alive. Jesus is talking in present tense, not past tense because all are alive. We like to think that only the good people are alive, but Jesus says that ALL are alive, both good and bad. But some will rise to eternal life and some to eternal condemnation. Then from the background a cheer could be heard because some of the teachers of the law responded, ‘Well said, teacher!’ The teachers of the law were mostly Pharisees and they did believe in resurrection. Even though they were working together to trap Jesus, they still enjoyed giving the Sadducees a jab whenever they could.

Since the teachers of the law spoke up, Jesus turns his attention to them and quotes from the Psalms, we know he’s talking to them because the Sadducees didn’t accept the Psalms. But why does Jesus quote the Psalms in verses 41-44. “Then Jesus said to them, ‘How is it that they say the Christ is the Son of David? David himself declared in the Book of Psalms: “The Lord said to my Lord: ‘Sit at my right hand until I make your enemies a footstool for your feet.’” David calls him “Lord.” How then can he be his son?’” Why did Jesus bring this up now? What Jesus is getting at here is that not only is there resurrection and eternal life, and not only is God alive and all those who believe in him are alive but, and here’s the point, that David was calling Jesus Lord. The religious leaders had rejected Jesus, but they shouldn’t do that because if they do there will be consequences. Jesus has always been, and will always be. He is the same yesterday, today and forever. Here was God standing in their midst and he was pleading with them to believe. 

Why is it important to us to know that Jesus is the God of the living? Take a look at the last section verses 45-47. “45While all the people were listening, Jesus said to his disciples, 46"Beware of the teachers of the law. They like to walk around in flowing robes and love to be greeted in the marketplaces and have the most important seats in the synagogues and the places of honor at banquets. 47They devour widows' houses and for a show make lengthy prayers. Such men will be punished most severely."” It’s important for us to know that Jesus is the God of the living because Jesus is alive and as we can see from these verses, he knows every intimate detail of our lives and one day we will be held accountable for all our actions. So when we act one way in church, like giving long prayers, and act a different way in secret, like devouring widows’ houses, maybe it is easier to understand if we say - taking what does not belong to us, or lusting with our eyes, or anything that doesn’t honor God - such people will be fall before Jesus at the time of judgment. There are people who say one thing and do another. There have been so many examples of people in the ministry who have acted so pious and good only to have their sins revealed later. There was Jim and Tammy Faye Baker in the 80’s who swindled people out of money and Jim was caught having an affair. Then there was Jimmy Swaggart in the 90’s who was caught going to a prostitute. Then after confessing he was caught again three years later. Then more recently in 2006, Ted Haggard was caught soliciting a male prostitute in an airport, and who knows how many Catholic priests. It’s so sad and the list goes on and on. And these are just the big ones who know how deep it runs. That is why the young generation does not trust the church. The problem with them is that they had the right mission with the wrong heart. This is what happens to anyone who may have the right mission but a heart that won’t submit to the Lord Jesus. The last few weeks we have heard Jesus speaking to us about His Lordship and submitting ourselves to him. Unless we fully submit our lives to Jesus and acknowledge Him as our Lord and Savior we are destined to say one thing and do another. It’s the life of a hypocrite. And Jesus tells us to beware of such people. 

Remember when I asked how would you live if there were no consequences in the world at all? If there were no penalties for broken speed limits, no consequences for cheating or breaking the law, no restrictions on life whatsoever what would you do? If God is not living then God does not exist and there are no eternal consequences for our action. And we should live life like Paul says, “Let’s eat and drink for tomorrow we die,”(1 cor 10:31) meaning we should get all we can out of this life because that’s it. And it doesn’t matter how you do it because there are no consequences. That’s how the Sadducees lived, sadly that’s how many people live today, as seen by the examples I gave earlier. But Jesus says, He is not the God of dead but of the living, and there are eternal consequences for our actions. When we live our life as if God is living, then we CAN give to Caesar without worrying because God is our eternal reward. And we can give to God what is God’s without complaining because we live our life before him. When we know that God is living we can accept Jesus as Lord and do things to store up treasures in heaven (Mt 6:20) knowing they have meaning and will carry over to eternity. For example, when we share the good news of Jesus and someone accepts Him as Lord, then we will see them in heaven. When we know Jesus is the God of the living, we don’t have to be afraid of death but we have hope in for our future knowing that God has prepared a place for us in His kingdom. May God help us to have conviction that Jesus is the God of the living. 

