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So I have to say that I’m not a big fan of what’s commonly found on religious bookshelves today.  If 
you’ve actually been to a brick and mortar bookstore recently—and yes they do still have some of 
those!—or if you’ve perused the pages of Amazon, then you’ve no doubt seen books like: 
Neurosurgeon Eben Alexander’s Proof of Heaven; Crystal McVea’s Waking Up in Heaven; Dr. Mary 
Neal’s To Heaven and Back; and Heaven is for Real by Todd Burpo. 
 
Some, I learned this week, have even given these books their own genre: “heavenly tourism.”1  I’m 
going to refrain from editorial comments and move on . . . . 
 
Anyway, I will admit that as this genre took hold a few years ago I let my curiosity get the best of me 
and I broke down and read Heaven is for Real.  In this story the author tells of his son Colton’s near 
death-experience.  At 4-years-old Colton nearly died in the operating room after his appendix burst 
and many of his internal organs were severely poisoned.  After some touch-and-go moments, Colton 
made it through, only to shock his parents one day while they were driving by the hospital he spent 
so much time at.  “That’s where the angels sang to me,” he said, casually, while riding by in the car.2 
 
So after reeling from the shock of what they heard, Colton’s parents asked him questions about 
what his experience in heaven was like.  Though there are many passages I could point to, the 
following conversation between Colton and his Dad gives a pretty good taste of Colton’s 
experience: 
 
“Hey Colton,” I said, kneeling next to him, “when you were in heaven, did you ever see God’s 
throne?” 
 
Colton looked at me quizzically.  “What’s a throne, Daddy?” 
 
I picked up the Bible storybook and pointed to the picture of Solomon seated in his court.  “A 
throne is like the king’s chair.  It’s the chair that only the king can sit in.” 
 
“Oh yeah!  I saw that a bunch of times!” Colton said. 
 
My heart sped up a little.  Was I really going to get a glimpse into the throne room of heaven?  
“Well, what did God’s throne look like?” 
 
“It was big, Dad . . . . really, really big, because God is the biggest one there is.  And he really, really 
loves us, Dad.  You can’t belieeeeve how much he loves us!” 
 
When he said this, a contrast struck me: Colton, a little guy, was talking about a being so big—but in 
the next breath, he was talking about love.  For one thing, God’s size clearly wasn’t scary to Colton, 

 
1 Taken from: https://www.npr.org/sections/thetwo-way/2015/01/15/377589757/boy-says-he-didn-t-go-to-heaven-
publisher-says-it-will-pull-book.  
2 Todd Burpo, Heaven is for Real (Nashville: Thomas Nelson, Inc., 2011), 12. 
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but it was also interesting to me that as eager as Colton was to tell about what God looked like, he 
was just as eager to tell me what God felt like toward us. 
 
“And do you know that Jesus sits right next to God?” Colton went on excitedly.  “Jesus’ chair is 
right next to his Dad’s!” 
 
That blew me away.  There’s no way a four-year-old knows that.  It was another one of those 
moments when I thought, He had to have seen this.3 
 
I’d invite you to keep Colton’s vision in mind as we turn our attention to an interesting encounter in 
Luke’s gospel. 
 
So as I mentioned before, today’s lesson comes from a section of Luke’s gospel in which many are 
trying to trip Jesus up, to get him to say something that will get him in trouble.  First it was the chief 
priests and the scribes, then some spies sent by those groups, and finally the Sadducees we 
encounter in today’s lesson. 
 
Now the Sadducees were a sect within Judaism that “recognized only the Torah . . . . the first five 
books of the Bible, as Scripture, and they found no hint of resurrection there.”4  As such, their big 
qualm with Jesus is that they did not believe in the afterlife or resurrection—that’s why, as I learned 
in seminary, they are sad, you see. 
 
Anyway, because of this theological difference they “propose an absurd scenario of a woman 
consecutively marrying seven brothers.”5  This refers to a practice called Levirate marriage, which 
was actually intended to be helpful.  One author describes it in this way: “In an ancient patriarchal 
society without social security, insurance, or occupational opportunities for women, those who did 
not have husband, father, or sons to care for them were left destitute, unprotected, and 
marginalized.”6 
 
So the idea was that the brother of the deceased had to marry his brother’s widow—whether the 
woman wanted to, or not.  Now if this sounds patriarchal, demeaning and all around awful for 
women, it was—regardless of intent.  Thus, it’s good news that this was “not in practice”7 in Jesus’ 
day.  But even if it was in practice this question takes that law to a place it would never have gone—
a woman marrying seven brothers?  That’s even too absurd for today’s reality television.  And yet, 
even despite the absurdity of their question, Jesus still “takes [the Sadducees] seriously.”8 
 
But you’ll notice that, even in his seriousness, Jesus never actually answers the question!  As our call 
to worship indicated this morning, Jesus was a master at not answering questions that were asked of 

 
3 Ibid., 94. 
4 Joel B. Green, et al, eds., Connections, Year C, Volume 3, Season after Pentecost (Louisville: Westminster John Knox, 2019), 
474. 
5 David L. Bartlett and Barbara Brown Taylor, eds., Feasting on the Word, Year C, Volume 4, Season after Pentecost 2 (Propers 
17-Reign of Christ) (Louisville: Westminster John Knox, 2010), 285. 
6 Green, et al, eds., 474. 
7 Cynthia A. Jarvis and E. Elizabeth Johnson, eds., Feasting on the Gospels, Luke, Volume 2, Chapters 12-24 (Louisville: 
Westminster John Knox, 2014), 206. 
8 Bartlett and Taylor, eds., 286. 
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him.  Yet this isn’t because he didn’t have an answer—but rather because oftentimes he wanted to 
move the conversation in a different direction, which is exactly what he does here. 
 
For Jesus goes on to say that there is no such thing as marriage in the resurrection (he never actually 
says the word heaven).  Now this isn’t a condemnation or rejection of marriage, but rather Jesus 
making the point that “the resurrection is not merely an extension of our current way of life, but a 
completely new existence.”9  In other words, we can’t just “take what we like out of our current life, 
raise it to the nth power, and call it heaven.”10 
 
That’s right, that means heaven isn’t perpetually straight tee shots on a golf course in which the 
greens slope always towards the hole, it’s not limitless lobster rolls for lunch every afternoon, it’s not 
an eternity of UConn undefeated basketball seasons, and it’s not about marriage in the way we 
understand it here on earth—because heaven can’t be understood as simply an extension of this life.  
It’s different, because resurrection entails transformation—of body and soul. 
 
That’s what Jesus was trying to say with his answer—or lack thereof—to the Sadducees’ absurd 
scenario.  As one author writes: “Jesus’ teaching in this story functions as a word of caution against 
projecting our everyday experiences or our cultural conventions onto what “resurrected life” does or 
doesn’t mean.  Resurrection is a great mystery, and though we may indeed proclaim that God’s love 
is stronger than death, we’re wise to leave the finer details to God.”11 
 
And that’s really what I have against all those books that line bookshelves today.  It’s not that I 
object to the notion of heaven—of course!—or even because some of these stories have proven to 
be a hoax; it’s because the pictures they paint in these books are all too narrow.  They take the best 
of this life and assume heaven will be just like that.  And Jesus’ message here says: “No.  Heaven is 
something altogether different.”  And while we can speculate and guess and wonder all we want, 
ultimately those details are not for us to know or figure out. 
 
So with all of that said, what does all of this mean for us today you may be wondering?  Well, for me 
the Sadducees’ question elucidates a bigger issue: namely that we are very good at putting constraints 
on God.  We often limit our understanding of who God is and how God works in the world to what 
we know and observe as humans.  And that makes sense, because we don’t know any other way to 
think about God.  But to then think we’re right, or that our limited view could capture the entirety 
of God is problematic. 
 
Think about it.  There are so many ways in which we limit God.  We sometimes talk about the 
afterlife as a place in which you have to earn your seat—as if it is place in which God serves as 
gatekeeper and rejects those who don’t meet the criteria; because, after all, we might find it hard to 
welcome someone who didn’t meet our standards, so we assume God would as well.  But the reality 
is, we don’t know.  And the good news is that it’s not up to us, it’s up to God. 
 

 
9 Green, et al, eds., 475. 
10 Charles B. Cousar, et al, Texts for Preaching, A Lectionary Commentary Based on the NRSV—Year C (Louisville: 
Westminster John Knox, 1994), 594. 
11 Taken from: https://www.saltproject.org/progressive-christian-blog/2019/11/5/whats-resurrection-for-salts-
lectionary-commentary-for-twenty-second-week-after-pentecost. 
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Or forgiveness.  How can we forgive someone who has done something so heinous and vile to us?  
We may not be able to, but that doesn’t mean that God’s forgiveness isn’t big enough to forgive that 
which we, as humans, might think of as unforgiveable. 
 
Or love.  How can God love those who just don’t seem lovable, those who have done awful things 
to others?  And does that love have a cap?  Are there people who stand outside of that love?  In our 
lives we know that we have a breaking point—that we can only love so much.  But is the same true 
for God?   
 
My friends, you get the picture.  Today’s story, I believe, is an illustration of the fact that, try as we 
might, we cannot understand the fullness and complexity of God.  Our image of God is too small—
because the only way we can think of God is in human terms and those terms, by definition, are too 
limiting.  God is bigger and broader—and I would say more loving, forgiving, and accepting—than 
we can ever hope to understand or comprehend. 
 
Now, that doesn’t mean we need to stop wondering about God.  That doesn’t mean we can’t bring 
our questions to God.  How can God love the unlovable?  Does everyone make it into heaven?  
And what is heaven like?  Is there a limit to God’s love and forgiveness? 
 
We can, and should, ask those questions.  We just need to be ok with the fact that God’s answer 
may not be our answer or it may not even be an answer at all. 
 
Allow me to end with a story.  Some of you have heard this before, so I apologize, but it’s good 
enough to hear again. 
 
When Noah was little he used to love to play board games.  Now, not so much, but as a young child 
we’d play Candy Land, Sorry, and The Lady Bug game.  As he grew older that morphed into Settlers 
of Catan, Monopoly, Risk, cribbage and the like. 
 
Well one day we were playing Chutes and Ladders.  I was way up near the top, spun the wheel and 
landed on a slide that slid me down some 50 or 60 spaces.  Noah, also near the top, was at the finish 
just a few spins later—with me lagging way behind.   
 
When he got to the end I said, “Well, you won.  Good job.  The game is over.” 
 
To which he turned and said, “No, the game isn’t over.  You can win too.  Just keep spinning.” 
 
My friends, for me God is like that.  When we try to limit or box or contain God, God turns to us 
and says, “No, you don’t get it.  It’s not like that.  Your view it too limited.  Just keep spinning—you 
can win too.” 
 
And for that gift of not understanding it all—and not needing to understand it all—we can say: Thanks 
be to God!  Amen. 
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