EVERYONE LOVES A STORY

#10 The Rich Man: Do You Hear Hell’s Cry?
November 14th, 2010 – Luke 16:19-31

A little girl was standing outside her Sunday school classroom when the pastor noticed she was holding a big storybook entitled, “Jonah and the Whale.” The pastor wanted to have some fun: Do you really believe that Jonah was swallowed by a whale? The little girl: Absolutely. The story is in the Bible and we studied it in Sunday school. The pastor asked: Can you prove to me that the story is true? She said: Well, when I get to Heaven, I’ll ask Jonah. The pastor: What if Jonah’s not in Heaven? She then put her hands on her little hips: Then you ask him!

A survey commissioned by U.S News and World Report (Jan 31, 2000 cover story Hell Hath No Fury) reveals that 64% of Americans believe that there is a Hell… what might be surprising is that the poll indicated that more American believe in Hell today than they did in the 1950’s or even 10 years ago. The debate is not if Hell exists, but what is it, where is it and how long does it last? A Christian said to a skeptic: You not believing in Hell doesn’t lower the temperature there one degree. That’s a fact that not everyone has yet embraced in life.

This morning Jesus asks us a question:  Do You Hear Hell’s Cry? The story of the Rich man and Lazarus is unique to the Gospel of Luke and is the only one to name any of its characters. Some commentators believe that this is not a true parable but rather a specific story much like the account of the Good Samaritan. Sometimes the question is raised: How could a good God send some people to Hell? The statement is based on error and inconsistency. We never make the statement: How could a good judge sentence a mass murderer to death for his crimes? We don’t say that because the judge is not responsible for the man being sentenced to death.  His actions are responsible. Romans 11:22: Consider therefore the kindness and sternness of God…  
OBSERVATIONS ABOUT THE STORY
Contrast in Life: Verse19: There was a rich man who was dressed in purple and fine linen and lived in luxury every day. This guy is extremely wealthy. He lives in a home with a gate to keep others away from him. Jesus tells us that his clothes were made out of purple, which was normally reserved for royalty. The process to get the purple dye from shellfish was very expensive but this man didn’t care how much it cost. He wanted the very best.  In addition to his beautiful robe he had his T-shirts and underwear made from the finest linen available. He was not a “Fruit of the Loom” kind of guy! This linen was produced from the flax that grew on the banks of the Nile River. It was white, very soft, and kept him cool in the warm weather. Because it was so expensive, it was only worn by those who were really rich. Often it was just kings and queens who could afford it. 

This guy had it all and lived in dazzling splendor every day. While some people are quiet about their wealth, this man strutted around like a peacock. While some are able to splurge once in awhile, he lived in luxury every day.
Verse 20-21: At his gate was laid a beggar named Lazarus, covered with sores and longing to eat what fell from the rich man’s table. Even the dogs came and licked his sores. As this rich guy left in his chariot to dine in the finest restaurants he drove right past a beggar named Lazarus sitting by his front gate. The Greek says that Lazarus literally had been thrown at the gate of the rich man. Perhaps he couldn’t walk - so they “threw” him there. 
Lazarus was in need of everything. He had no home, his health was fading, he was an outcast, and he had no food. His body is covered with sores and ulcers rather than fine clothes. Note the phrase: eat what fell!  In Jesus’ day, people would often used old bread to wipe their hands, and these old, crumbly pieces of bread were discarded as trash. Lazarus is in reality only asking for dog food. Don’t be mistaken the dogs that licked his sores were not your neighbors poodle, but rather wild street dogs that scavenged for food. Aside from the discomfort and possible infection that this would cause, this was a disgrace to a Jew as dogs were unclean animals.  He probably knew that this contact with these dogs made him disqualified from any religious service that he might want to attend. The rich man could have easily assisted Lazarus, but he ignored him and went on enjoying his recognition and his riches. In Jesus’ day people made the mistake of thinking wealth was connected to goodness. Wealthy people were rich because they were good and poor people lived in poverty because they were bad.  Big contrast in life.
Contrast in Death: Verse 22-23:  The time came when the beggar died and the angels carried him to Abraham’s side. The rich man also died and was buried. In hell, where he was in torment, he looked up and saw Abraham far away, with Lazarus at his side. Death is no respecter of persons. There is an old Irish Proverb:           If the rich could hire the poor to die for them, the poor could make a good living. Lazarus means God is my helper. There is a direct connection between his name and the result of his eternity. Lazarus body was probably carted away to the city dump and burned along with the trash. But the angels carried him into God’s presence.
When the rich man died he had a fantastic funeral. In that culture, when wealthy people passed away, the family hired mourners, purchased costly spices for the body and used an elaborate tomb for the burial. The whole town turned out for the funeral and listened to the lamentations of the professional weepers and the litany of praise heaped upon the rich man.  But he finds himself in hell, where he was in torment.  He learned too late that he who dies with the most toys…still dies.  The revelation of where each man ended up after death would have astonished Jesus’ original audience and shattered their long held assumptions about wealth being a sign of Gods’ favor and blessings.
Correction of Hell’s Misconceptions: One of the most unpleasant sounds is testing a smoke alarm. It is loud, it is annoying, and you probably would rather not hear it. Nevertheless, this noise can save your life. These misconceptions were for some an annoying sound but by accepting the truth ones life could be given hope.

Misconception #1: We just cease to exist after death!  Verse 24: So he called to him, Father Abraham, have pity on me and send Lazarus to dip the tip of his finger in water and cool my tongue, because I am in agony in this fire.
Every description of Hell is one of suffering, torment and agony. In this parable we see the word “torment” used several times, and it speaks of definite pain. In fact, this is not the only place that the Bible uses vivid language to describe Hell. In Matthew 25:30, Jesus describes Hell as a place of outer darkness where there is weeping and gnashing of teeth.  Reminds me of a pastor who was preaching on Jesus words: I warn you, that there will be weeping and wailing and gnashing of teeth! Suddenly an elderly woman in stood up and said: Sir, I have no teeth! To which he replied, Madam, teeth will be provided!  Some folks believe in annihilation.
ANNIHILATION is the belief you cease to exist when you die–you are simply annihilated. The word comes from the Latin word nihil meaning nothing. Death is the end of everything; it leads to utter nothingness. This is basically the belief held by atheists and agnostics. Sometimes this belief leads to the idea, this life is all there is, so you might as well have as much fun as you can.   Jehovah’s Witnesses, maintain that the wicked are annihilated because the teaching about a fiery hell can rightly be designated as a ‘teaching of demons. Scientology, with modern proponents such as John Travolta and Tom Cruise, teach that “there is no death.” They believe that “heaven and hell are states of thought, not places. People experience their own heaven or hell right here on earth. Mormons argue: The false doctrine that the punishment to be visited upon erring souls is endless...is … at once unscriptural, unreasonable, and revolting.  We just cease to exist!

A man died who had no friends and only distant relatives who lived in another state. The funeral home called this young pastor and requested he do a simple graveside service. Nobody would be present at the service except the funeral home directors and the men who worked at the cemetery digging graves. On the way to the cemetery, the young pastor got lost. Finally, he saw a little church with a cemetery and he assumed it was the right place because he saw three guys leaning on their shovels next to a large pile of dirt. He walked up to the grave. I see you’ve already buried the vault, let’s pause and let me say a few words and pray. The workmen removed their hats, and he began the service. Afterwards, one of the workmen smiled and said:  I don’t know who you are, but that’s the best funeral service for a septic tank I’ve ever heard!  At death only our bodies go into the grave. We see the physical shell lying in the casket. The real person, the soul/spirit, has already departed to either a place of torment or a place of comfort, depending on the person’s spiritual condition. There is an existence after death.

Misconception # 2: Everyone will end up in heaven. Verse 25: But Abraham replied, Son, remember that in your lifetime you received your good things, while Lazarus received bad things, but now he is comforted here and you are in agony.  UNIVERSALISM is the belief that all people will be “universally restored” after they die. In other words, it teaches that everyone, regardless of how they lived their lives on earth will eventually end up redeemed in heaven.  That is simply not true. A message on a tombstone: Consider, young man, as you walk by, as you are now, so once was I. As I am now, you soon shall be, so prepare, young man to follow me. Someone carved: To follow you is not my intent; until I know which way you went! Not all end up in heaven. Jesus is the way, truth, and life.
Misconception # 3: There are second chances after death. Verse 26:  And besides all this, between us and you a great chasm has been fixed, so that those who want to go from here to you cannot, nor can anyone cross over from there to us. There is no hope of crossing over from one place to another. His destiny is eternally set. There is no hope of escape or relief. Hell is not like a prison where you might be paroled, pardoned, or simply do your time and be released. Hell is forever and inescapable. There are no second chances! God will not change his mind.
REINCARNATION is the belief you have lived many previous lives and after you die you will return in another life form. If you have lived a good life, you come back as a higher life form, but if you haven’t, you will be reborn as a bug or snake. Reincarnation is embraced by the Eastern Religions and the New Age Religion in America. Hebrews 9:27: Just as man is destined to die once, and after that to face judgment… Near the beginning of Dante’s Inferno the main character in the story sees a sign at the entrance to Hell with says: Abandoned hope all you who enter here. This much is certainly true. There is no hope after this life is over. Your destiny is eternally set.

Misconception # 4: God will give help beyond scripture. Verse 27-31: He answered, “Then I beg you, father, send Lazarus to my father’s house, for I have five brothers. Let him warn them, so that they will not also come to this place of torment.” Abraham replied, “They have Moses and the Prophets; let them listen to them.” “No, father Abraham, “he said, “but if someone from the dead goes to them, they will repent.” He said to him, “If they do not listen to Moses and the Prophets they will not be convinced even if someone rises from the dead.”

Implied in the rich man’s argument is that he would have repented if a special messenger from the dead had come to him. It is a reminder that the primary use of miracles in the Bible was not to convince people of the truth by replacing the Bible, but rather to confirm the truth of the Bible. He is saying that Moses and the Prophets, the word of God, was not enough. Romans 1:20: For since the creation of the world God's invisible qualities—his eternal power and divine nature—have been clearly seen, being understood from what has been made, so that men are without excuse. The rich man is saying: I didn’t have a fair chance. I was not sufficiently warned. 
Hebrews 1:1-2: In the past God spoke to our forefathers through the prophets at many times and in various ways, but in these last days he has spoken to us by his Son, whom he appointed heir of all things, and through whom he made the universe. We have all the information we need; we just need to heed the information we have. Only one thing will prevent this man’s brothers from joining him in hell. To hear the word of God and respond to it in faith.  God has spoken in His creation. He has spoken in history. He has spoken in His word. Above all he has spoken in his Son. Therefore no one is without responsibility or has a valid excuse.
RESPONSE OF THOSE WHO HEAR HELL’S CRY

Once Life Is Over You Cannot Salvage Stuff.............Bless Others Now! Lazarus longed to eat what fell from the rich mans table. We have been blessed to be a blessing!  A little boy wanted to meet God.    He knew it was a long trip to where God lived, so he packed his suitcase with Twinkies and a six-pack of Root beer and he started his journey.  When he had gone about three blocks, he met an old man. He was sitting in the park just staring at some pigeons. The boy sat down next to him and opened his suitcase.  He noticed that the old man looked hungry, so he offered him a Twinkie.  He gratefully accepted it and smiled at him. His smile was so pleasant that the boy wanted to see it again, so he offered him a root beer. Again, he smiled at him. The boy was delighted! They sat there all afternoon eating and smiling, but they never said a word.  As it grew dark, the boy realized how tired he was and he got up to leave, but before he had gone more than a few steps, he turned around, ran back to the old man, and gave him a hug. He gave him his biggest smile ever.  When the boy opened the door to his own house a short time later, his mother was surprised by the look of joy on his face. What did you do today that made you so happy? He replied, I had lunch with God. You know what? He’s got the most beautiful smile I’ve ever seen! 

Meanwhile, the old man, also radiant with joy, returned to his home. His son was stunned by the look of peace on his face and he asked: Dad, what did you do today that made you so happy?  He replied: I ate Twinkies in the park with God. You know, He’s much younger than I expected. When life is over......we can not salvage the things that we have now......... the Rich man had the opportunity to have lunch with God......to bless a man in need......and yet he was too busy......every day was a party to him while Lazarus suffered at his gate. Even the wild animals that roamed the streets were kinder to him than the rich man. Don’t treasure things, but people. Bless others Now!

Once Life Is Over You Cannot Share the Gospel.......Speak Up Now: Reflecting on this story I got the impression that folks in hell have a heavier burden for people without Jesus than many of us in the church. We get so involved in spending time with believers we forget there are people all around us who are going to hell.  Let’s play “what if” for a moment. What if God offered to let you spend 30 seconds in heaven or 30 seconds in hell today, which would you choose? This is not forever; it’s just a thirty second visit. Which location do you think would make us a stronger, more mature follower of Christ? Seeing the glory and majesty of heaven would probably make you a stronger Christian. But would it give you a greater burden for lost people?

If God gave me the option of letting every member of our church spend 30 seconds in heaven in or 30 seconds in hell, I would ask God to let all of us spend just 30 seconds in hell. Because those of us are children of God are going to spend eternity in heaven, but I think that 30 seconds in hell would change us for the rest of our lives. If we could see the agony and hear those voices we would come back and be the most evangelistic Christians on earth. People in hell are concerned for lost people who are headed for hell. That’s something each of us could use!

An announcement came over the public address system at Menards: Attention employees and shoppers, we have a code Adam. There is a three-year-old boy with dark blonde hair wearing a light blue shirt that has disappeared. Please help us look for him. The entire store went on alert. Many were afraid someone abducted him. There was a sense of urgency and purpose as folks forgot about shopping and started searching. The police who were called were positioned at the doors. For the next few minutes, both the shoppers and the employees fanned out across the store looking in every good hiding spot. After about ten minutes the announcement was made: Cancel Code Adam, the little boy has been found.  The little boy had just crawled behind one of the large displays. There were cheers and applause that could be heard from all parts of the store. If that is true on earth how much more in heaven.            Luke 15:10: …there is rejoicing in the presence of the angels of God over one sinner who repents. Speak up Now!
Do you hear hell’s cry?  Bless others now! Do you hear hell’s cry?  Speak up now.  Ted Turner, founder of Turner Broadcasting said: Heaven is going to be a mighty slender place. And most of the people I know in life aren’t going to be there. There are a few notable exceptions and I’ll miss them. [Laughter] Remember, heaven is going to be perfect. And I don’t really want to be there...Those of us that go to hell, which will be most of us in this room; most journalists are certainly going there. [Laughter] But, when we get to hell we’ll have a chance to make things better because hell is supposed to be a mess. And heaven is perfect. Who wants to go to a place that’s perfect? Boring. Boring. Someone needs to warn people about the danger they are in. One day, when Vice-President Calvin Coolidge was presiding over the Senate, one senator angrily told another to go “straight to hell.” The offended Senator complained to Coolidge as presiding officer, and Coolidge looked up from the book he had been leafing through while listening to the debate and wittily replied. I’ve looked through the rule book you don’t have to go. AMEN!
