
First Things First 
 

M. Christopher Boyer 10/26/2014 1 
 

I mentioned to a fellow pastor yesterday that it seems like all my life, or at least since I was 
about 12, I’ve been aware of how upset Christians can get with each other over things that seem 
pretty small in the vast scheme of things.  The church where I spent my pre-teen and teenaged 
years, Kirkwood Baptist Church, was pretty progressive for a Southern Baptist church in the 
1970s but, like the Southern Baptist Convention for most of that time, it was a “big tent” 
organization.  There was a wide theological spectrum represented at KBC – not as wide perhaps 
as here at Good Shepherd Baptist but pretty wide.  For the most part, everybody got along with 
everybody else but occasionally there were eruptions of anger or party spirit.  There had been a 
split in the church not long before we came there in 1970 – if I was ever told what it was about, I 
have long since forgotten – but Kirkwood Baptist and the offshoot, Geyer Road Baptist, both 
managed to flourish in those days of the heavily Baptist South and Midwest, when everybody 
went to church on Sunday morning regardless of what they truly believed. 
 
When we came to Kirkwood, the controversy that was most likely to stir the pot was one that 
everybody in the Southern Baptist Convention would soon be talking about: Biblical inerrancy.  
The inerrantists insisted on the literal truth of the Bible, in most cases, and added that the Bible, 
in what they called its “original autographs” contained no errors of any kind.  Some folks got 
sufficiently het up over this issue to leave KBC and others stuck around and made life miserable 
for the pastor.  Some of them were at the core of the movement to eventually remove him and the 
youth minister as well.  On the national scene, it was these same inerrantists that eventually 
caused the split of the Southern Baptist Convention and the purging of the seminaries and 
denominational boards that Charlie and Pam and Connie and I all suffered through, along with a 
number of very good, committed people. 
 
Of course, for many Southern Baptists, the inerrancy controversy was a “preacher fight.”  Most 
of them didn’t care or didn’t understand the issues.  As long as their preacher kept their attention 
most Sunday mornings and gave them tips on how to live happy lives and showed up when they 
were sick or sad or needed dunking, splicing, or planting, they were satisfied.  Theological spats 
weren’t relevant to their lives, as they understood them.  The same could be said for any number 
of other issues with which SBC, ABC, CBF, the various NBCs, and all other Baptist groups have 
been plagued, from the nature of creation to five-point Calvinism.  Most folks look at them and 
say, “You’re arguing about that?” 
 
There have also been controversies in the church that have seemed incredibly important to those 
in the pews as well as those in the pulpits but these have some limitation on shelf-life.  Some of 
these matter only to one congregation and seem trivial to others but are absolutely shattering to 
the church involved.  Connie and I still shake our heads in wonder at the history of Shutesbury 
Community Church, a church to which we belonged in Massachusetts and which gave me my 
first pastoral experience in a three-month interim while our pastor finished his Master of 
Divinity.  We were part of an ABC-USA project to restart the church, which followed a failed 
SBC restart, which followed the long slow demise of the Shutesbury Federated Church, itself the 
merged congregations of Shutesbury Baptist and Shutesbury Congregational Church, 
necessitated when the Congregationalists’ building was destroyed in a fire.  The long, slow 
decline I mentioned had been predominantly related to cultural changes but was hastened by one 
of those seemingly trivial church controversies: the congregation had split over whether or not to 
hang curtains in the windows of the sanctuary. 
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Other church fights have a wider impact and a longer term but still puzzle observers from a 
different era.  Charlie can tell the story far more completely than I but would you believe that 
there were deadly riots in the streets of predominantly Christian cities in the Fourth Century over 
whether Christ should be described as όµοουσιοσ or όµοιουσιοσ?  That’s a difference of one 
letter and where we get the expression, “not an iota of difference,” iota being the Greek letter “I” 
and the offending letter in the controversy.  Other than those in the house today who are 
seminary-trained, is there anyone here who could explain why that iota made such a difference?  
Closer to home, we are equally puzzled by how Christians of good faith and good will could 
possibly have condoned slavery and especially how those devout enough to give their lives to 
foreign missionary work could have done so in the 1850s, the stance that caused the division of 
Baptists in the United States into Southern and Northern Baptists.  For many of us, the question 
that is still very live for some Christians as to whether or not women can hold the same church 
offices as men carries this “what the heck?” quality.  I rather suspect, especially given Pope 
Francis’ latest remarks on the subject, that the place of LGBTQ persons in the church will also 
be a “what the heck?” question for the majority of Christians within the next generation or so. 
 
I rehearse this sad history of division in the Body of Christ because it has been ever thus for 
God’s people.  Our scripture this morning deals with two of the parties in Jewish life at the time 
of Jesus: the Pharisees and the Sadducees.  We tend to be more familiar with the Pharisees.  They 
appear more often in the Gospels as antagonists of Jesus, perhaps because by the time that the 
Gospels were written, the Sadducees had pretty much ceased to exist and the theological heirs of 
the Pharisees had become the interpreters of normative Judaism.  Since one of the unstated goals 
of the Gospel writers seems to have been distinguishing between the new faith of Christianity 
and its forebear, it was useful to them to show the leaders of the synagogue in conflict with 
Jesus. 
 
A close examination of the differences between Pharisees and Sadducees could make up a 
semester long class or a book but I’ll try to give a thumbnail sketch.  The Pharisees can best be 
described as interpreters of the Law and the Prophets.  For them, observance of the Law was so 
important that they “set a fence around the law,” devising rules to follow in life so that you 
couldn’t even come close to breaking one of God’s laws.  It can’t be said that they thought their 
rules were as important as Torah but they were important because they protected the sanctity of 
Torah.  This strange flexibility, which appears to be rigidity at first glance, also allowed them to 
include in their belief system the writings of the Prophets and Psalms as having the same 
authority of the Books of Moses.  This meant that they were comfortable with such “recent” 
innovations as a belief in a universal resurrection, which had become a part of Judaism during 
the Babylonian Exile, some five to six hundred years earlier.  The Pharisees were scholars and 
were drawn from all classes, although clearly having enough time to study meant at least some 
financial means. 
 
The Sadducees, on the other hand, were strict traditionalists.  For them, the Books of Moses were 
the only scriptures.  They didn’t hold with any new-fangled ideas like resurrection, which has led 
in modern times to a simple play on words often used to help people remember which party was 
which.  The Sadducees didn’t believe in the resurrection so they were “sad, you see.”  Hey, I 
didn’t make it up.  In part, the Sadducees were traditionalists because it benefitted them.  They 
liked things the way they were because they tended to be from the wealthier and more powerful 
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classes.   They were perfectly fine with the Romans as long as the Romans kept them in their 
priestly and princely positions, as long as business as usual kept going on.  The Pharisees, on the 
other hand, despised the Romans and thought their presence in Jerusalem to be an abomination, 
although they weren’t ready to go as far as the Zealots and start a guerilla war. 
 
So, what did it mean for the Sadducees to come to Jesus with a smart-aleck question about the 
resurrection, in which they did not believe?  Possibly they were looking to further inflame the 
Pharisees against him.  More likely, they were just looking to make him look ridiculous by 
wading through their absurd scenario.  But Jesus puts them in their place, first by telling them, 
essentially, that they don’t know what they are talking about.  Jesus, it turns out, has a very clear 
idea of what the resurrection will look like and it doesn’t include worrying about who has an heir 
and who doesn’t.  You’ll note, by the way, that Jesus doesn’t say that marriage doesn’t exist in 
the resurrection.  He says that people will not marry then.  Presumably the marriages that happen 
here in this time are honored in the new time.  Sorry, Con, you’re stuck with me. 
 
Jesus then points out the Sadducees that their own beloved Torah should lead them to belief in a 
life after death.  He cites the words of God to Moses: “I am the God of Abraham, the God of 
Isaac, and the God of Jacob.”  Not was, am.  In the reality of God, the three patriarchs are still 
alive, still worshipping God.  The dead do not worship.  They are, to quote my old friend Bill 
Shakespeare, “Sans teeth, sans eyes, sans taste, sans everything.”  Round one to Jesus.  With a 
few quick words, he has turned the tables on the Sadducees who wished to make him look 
foolish and reduced one of their treasured theological contests with the Pharisees to what we 
might call today “well, duh” status. 
 
As the Sadducees retreat in confusion, the Pharisees step up to the plate.  With all the stories of 
conflict between Jesus and the Pharisees, we sometimes forget that there are also stories that 
seem to indicate that the Pharisees bore a grudging respect for this wandering rabbi from Galilee.  
This is one of them.  The Pharisees are clearly interested in testing Jesus, as Matthew points out, 
but they ask him a real question, one that was, according to surviving accounts, hotly debated at 
the time, rather than the First Century equivalent of “Can God make a rock so big that God can’t 
lift it?”  Of the 613 commandments that tradition tells us are contained in Torah, which one is the 
most important? 
 
Jesus’ answer is famous and I’ll come back to it in a moment but first I want to look at what 
happens next.  Just as Jesus turned the tables on the Sadducees by showing them that their 
position was contradicted by the Torah that they held to be the only Scripture, now he uses the 
Psalms, revered by the Pharisees along with Torah and the Prophets, to confound the other party.  
“Have you really looked at that Psalm?” he seems to say.  “How could it mean what you think it 
means?  A king may love his son but a king, while he is alive, has no master but God… oh, and 
wait, didn’t we just establish that the Patriarchs are still alive in God?  So, surely David…”  
Again, Jesus’ would-be judges are left with nowhere to stand. 
 
The way in which Jesus responds to the religious leaders of his day in these three passages 
carries a lesson for any of us who choose to get caught up in the kinds of ugly “church fights” I 
mentioned earlier.  Theological quibbles about how the will of God will unfold itself in the 
future are not of ultimate importance.  They may be dismissed with a little common sense.  
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Squabbles over the exact meaning of the Bible are senseless – the Bible always has more 
meaning to be revealed than we can grasp in a lifetime.  We must put first things first.  And the 
greatest of these, as Paul rephrased Jesus, is love. 
 
Jesus puts it in no uncertain terms: “You shall love the Lord your God with all your heart, and 
with all your soul, and with all your mind.”  This injunction from Deuteronomy 6:5 is part of the 
prayer prayed by every faithful Jew morning and night.  We could talk for a long time about 
what loving God is but I can also tell you what it isn’t.  It’s not boasting that you know 
everything in the mind of God.  It’s not believing that you know everything there is to know 
about Scripture and using that knowledge to beat other people into submission.  The prophet 
Micah heard and transmitted the word of God like this: “God has told you, O mortal, what is 
good; and what does the Lord require of you but to do justice, and to love kindness, and to walk 
humbly with your God?”  The Sadducees and the Pharisees could have used a little humility 
before God and so could we when we presume that we know more than our brothers and sisters 
about what is in the mind of God.  Isaiah reminds us that “my thoughts are not your thoughts, nor 
are your ways my ways, says the Lord.” 
 
But if we are humble before God and love each other, as Jesus said next, then we have caught the 
secret of fulfilling God’s will in our lives.  But if we don’t love God and neighbor, then it doesn’t 
matter how smart we are or how much we study or how talented we are or what we do – we are 
lost, pure and simple.  If we live in the spirit of Jesus, in the spirit of self-giving, other-centered 
love, then God will dwell with us.  If not… 
 
My sisters and my brothers, I don’t need to belabor this point this morning.  You all have heard 
the message since the very earliest days of this church when Bernie Turner was your pastor: love 
everybody.  In my nine and a half years here, I’ve not run into much spiritual pride or arrogance, 
other than my own, of course.  But sometimes it’s good to hear once again the very foundations 
of our faith, amen?  Sometimes it’s good to reaffirm, yes, these are the words of life, the words 
by which we live and by which we will live.  Sometimes it’s good to remember that we are 
called to put first things first and to love God and to love all those whom God puts in our lives.  
Love everybody.  Amen. 


