Live Well

Luke 16:19-31

Key Verse: 16:31

“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.’”

In the past few weeks, we have seen what God values and what people value.  In the three parables of the lost: the lost sheep, the lost coin, and the lost son, Jesus shows us how much God values even one repentant sinner.  There is much rejoicing at one sinner who repents.  On the other side, last week, we saw that men value their own circumstances and inevitably money, like the Pharisees did.  In other words, God is devoted to sinners and men are devoted to money and the things of this world.  Because of this, people tend to think that to live a good life means to gather as much wealth as you can and live comfortably.  But, in God’s eyes, living well has an entirely different meaning, and at the end of the day, they have entirely different results.

Let’s look at this passage to find out what I mean.  This passage is a parable of two men: a rich man and a beggar.  They couldn’t have lived more different lives on this world and they couldn’t have ended up in more different places after they died.  The rich man lived a life of luxury every day and ended up in hell.  The beggar starved on the streets and ended up in heaven.  What is the difference between these two men?  Let’s take a look at them.  “There was a rich man who was dressed in purple and fine linen and lived in luxury every day.” (19) That sounds good, right?  Here was a man who knew how to live.  He was rich and dressed in the finest of clothes.  His robe was kingly and even his underwear was the best that money could buy.  This man did not want any substandard cloth to touch his body and he lived in luxury every day.  He lived in a gated house on an estate.  His food was as rich as he was.  Steak and lobster were too low for him; he feasted on more rare meats.  His wine was of the most pristine vintage and never from Napa Valley.  This guy reminds me of the stereotypical rich guy that does not want to be bothered by the masses.  He reminds me of Mr. Burns from The Simpson’s, holed up in his mansion.  When he is bothered, he says to his servant Smithers, “Release the hounds,” as he watches from the monitors.

Then there is the beggar.  “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.” (20, 21) This beggar is actually the only person in any of Jesus’ parables that has a name, Lazarus.  While the other man was rich, Lazarus was a beggar.  While the rich man was dressed in the best, Lazarus was covered in sores.  While the rich man ate the finest delicacies, Lazarus longed to eat his garbage.  He was hungry beyond belief and experienced physical suffering.  When the rich man told his Smithers, “Release the hounds,” they went, but they didn’t drive him off; they licked his sores.  Even the dogs saw him as pitiful.

But as we continue into the passage, we find that both Lazarus and the rich man die.  Despite the two different lifestyles, they both die.  However, after they die, things couldn’t be more different.  On one hand, angels carried Lazarus to Abraham’s side (22).  On the other hand, the rich man was buried and ended up in hell (22, 23).  This is kind of strange.  From a worldly standpoint, the rich man looked like he did everything right.  The Jews thought prosperity came because God blessed them.  They thought that if they were wealthy, God had rewarded them for their good works.  Conversely, people thought that the beggar must have done something terrible to have a life as a beggar covered in sores.  God must be punishing him.  And yet, Jesus tells us that the rich man was in torment in hell and the beggar was in comfort in heaven.  How did it all go so topsy-turvy?

We can find out by looking at the rich man’s requests.  As he was in hell being tormented by fire, the rich man saw Lazarus at Abraham’s side.  “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.’” (24) Being a Jew, the rich man tried to identify himself with Abraham by calling him father, but he was now begging Abraham to send Lazarus to relieve his agony.  But Abraham responded, “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.” (25) Does that really sound fair?  The rich man had good things for a short while and is in agony for eternity, while Lazarus suffered for a little while and had comfort for eternity.  Couldn’t either of them have had good things now and comfort for eternity?  It seems a little one-sided.

But let’s go back a little bit in the Bible to chapter 6 of Luke.  “But woe to you who are rich, for you have already received your comfort.  Woe to you who are well fed now, for you will go hungry.” (Luke 6:24,25) In this part of Luke, Jesus says that those who focus on being rich will have already received their comfort.  People were seeking him for the wrong reasons and Jesus wanted the people to know where that would lead them.  It would lead them nowhere and we see that in this parable.  Now, some of you might be thinking that you are not rich and that this does not apply to you.  So then, who is rich?  Am I?  I’m still looking for a job.  Are you?  You don’t wear Armani suits and Rolexes, and drive Bentleys.  Come to think of it, I don’t think anybody here considers them selves rich.

But, let’s look at it this way.  The total income of every American is around $9.78 trillion and that is more than double that of the next nation, Japan.  In fact, Americans make up nearly one-third of the world’s total income.  Let’s look at national averages.  If you take that $9.78 trillion and divide it by the number of people in America, you get an average income of $33,070.30, which is the 5th largest average income after, Luxembourg, Switzerland, Japan and Norway.  To take another perspective, compare this number to the world.  Albania has an average income of $1,189,14; Indonesia has an average income of $599.24; before the earthquake the average income in Haiti was $480.52; Uganda, where Peter is, averages at $217.40 a year and Ethiopia is at $91.37 a year: that’s around $1.75 a week.  Think about that for a second.  A beggar in the United States can make more in a day than the average Ethiopian can make in a year.  That’s shocking.  Plus, the average income for the whole world is $5,737.28.  The US average is nearly 6 times the world average.  Even our poor are rich when compared to the world.  When I was a graduate student, I received a stipend for around $18,000 a year, or more than three times the global average.

Now, you might be thinking that there is a different cost of living in these countries.  A dollar goes a lot further in Ethiopia than it does in the US.  That’s true, but our cost of living is greatly determined by what we do with our lives.  How do you live your life?  Many Americans want to live a life where the main focus is enjoyment and they fill their lives in many ways.  Only in the past 100 years has the entertainment industry become a powerhouse in the economy.  People spend money on movies and music…and at home, oh my!  At home, you have to have the latest LED LCD HDTV that’s only like an inch thick so you can watch your Blu-ray discs with the surround sound turned on, so that your feel completely immersed into whatever you are watching.  Then there are the sporting events.  Sporting arenas are like modern day temples where people gather and perform rituals to encourage their favorite deity towards victory.  There are even sacred articles like foam fingers and jerseys to complete the worship.  Plus, you have to have the latest games for your Xbox, PS3 and PSP, and spend hours trying to crack all the levels.  Once you have all that, you have to get either a Blackberry, an Android, or an iPhone, or maybe all of them, to remain connected at all times and, of course, to buy all those useless apps that the commercials keep flaunting.  If you think about any of these things, then you are rich, because a poor person has no need to think about them.  A poor person does not spend his time looking for apps to download.

Now, don’t get me wrong, the reason that the rich man went to hell and the beggar went to heaven is not a matter of how much personal wealth each had.  The things that I just mentioned are not necessarily bad just as wealth is not necessarily bad.  Abraham himself lived a rich life and, according to the parable, he is in heaven.  Plus, Lazarus was a beggar and he went to heaven.  There will be both rich and poor in heaven.  But it was the rich man’s heart that was the problem.  He was a rich Jew that did not listen to Scripture.  He didn’t listen to the word of God and apply it in his life.  If he had, things should have been different in his relationship with Lazarus.  Someone laid Lazarus at the gate of the rich man for the sole purpose to beg, but the rich man just ignored him and his condition.  Lazarus shouldn’t have been longing to eat scraps from his table.  He should have been given a portion out of the goodness of the rich man’s heart.  His sores should have been attended to and not become the playthings of dogs.  And we can see this in the rich man’s next request.

“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.’” (27, 28)  I guess that selfishness ran in the family.  While in hell, the rich man realized his mistakes and didn’t want his five brothers to make the same ones he did.  He asked Abraham to send Lazarus as a witness of what happens to sinful men, no matter their wealth.  Abraham refuses and says that the rich man’s brothers should listen to Moses and the Prophets (29).  God had given the Jews a guide in how to live a righteous life through Moses and the Prophets, and we call that collection of teachings the Old Testament.  In Jesus’ time, the oldest books of the Bible were already 1500 years old.  They’ve been around for a while and were read on every Sabbath day in the synagogue and the temple.  The rich man and his brothers would have had access to this knowledge in their lives.  They would have grown up with it.  They had everything they needed to live godly lives.

But the rich man thought that Moses and the Prophets wouldn’t be enough to make his brothers to change their wicked ways.  They didn’t change the rich man.  Instead, the rich man kept insisting that if a dead man came back to life, his brothers would have to change their lives.  A miraculous sign like that would surely cause his brothers to believe.  But Abraham, the father of faith, didn’t think that was the case. “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.’” (31) If the rich man’s brothers could not believe Moses and the Prophets, then they would not believe that someone would rise from the dead.  History proves this to be so true.  In John 11, Jesus raises a man, who also happens to be named Lazarus, back to life.  Instead of praising God for the fact that a man had been brought back to life, the religious leaders plotted to kill both Jesus and Lazarus.  How dare he come back to life!  To further this point, Jesus, himself, rose from the dead and immediately people didn’t believe it.  The Pharisees tried to cover it up, and they wanted to kill anyone that said Jesus rose from the dead.

Jesus’ disciples, on the other hand, did believe in Jesus and his resurrection based on the word of God even from the beginning.  We can see it when we read what Philip told Nathanael after he learned who Jesus is, “Philip found Nathanael and told him, ‘We have found the one Moses wrote about in the Law, and about whom the prophets also wrote—Jesus of Nazareth, the son of Joseph.’” (John 1:45) Like the rich man, Philip heard Moses and the Prophets’ words on every Sabbath, but Philip listened to them and was able to make the connection between their words and the incarnation of Jesus.  Because the disciples were like this, they were able to make the connection between what the Old Testament says and the life and death of Jesus, and they were able to believe in Jesus’ resurrection.  Fifty days after Jesus rose from the dead and ten days after he ascended into heaven, Peter was able to make the connection between what King David wrote and the resurrection of Jesus.  “I saw the Lord always before me. Because he is at my right hand, I will not be shaken.  Therefore my heart is glad and my tongue rejoices; my body also will live in hope, because you will not abandon me to the grave, nor will you let your Holy One see decay.  You have made known to me the paths of life; you will fill me with joy in your presence.” (Acts 2:25-28) David couldn’t have been talking about himself because he did die and was buried in Jerusalem.  His tomb is still there today.  However, Jesus did not stay dead and he showed himself to Peter and the other apostles multiple times after his resurrection. Even though Peter was a witness to the resurrection, his foundation always came from the word of God.

And that’s the thing.  It’s not enough for us to believe in Jesus’ life, death, resurrection, and ascension.  But what is important is that God told us about the life, death, resurrection, and ascension hundreds, if not thousands, of years before they actually happened.  The fact that God told us what he was going to do in Moses and the Prophets shows us that he keeps his promises to the letter.  There are around 300 prophecies written in the Old Testament that directly pertain to Jesus as the Messiah.  The book of Isaiah is sometimes called the Fifth Gospel, because it gives such an accurate description of Jesus birth, life, death and resurrection that it seems like it was written during Jesus’ time.  But it wasn’t, Isaiah was written more than 680 years before Jesus was born.  

After Jesus’ resurrection, he appeared to two of his disciples as they were traveling to a town called Emmaus.  He pretended that he didn’t know what had happened in Jerusalem…that the man that many saw as their Savior was killed.  These two guys were broken at the thought, but “He said to them, ‘How foolish you are, and how slow of heart to believe all that the prophets have spoken!  Did not the Christ have to suffer these things and then enter his glory?’ And beginning with Moses and all the Prophets, he explained to them what was said in all the Scriptures concerning himself.” (Luke 24:25-27) The two disciples didn’t understand the meaning of the Christ, so Jesus shared with them all the passages in Moses and the Prophets that were about him.  And, then, the passage says that the Scripture was opened to them and that the disciples’ hearts were burning.  If you want to get to know Jesus – to know the purpose of his coming, you have to read the Old Testament…you have to listen to Moses and the Prophets. “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.’” (31)

Now it comes back to you.  What you value will determine where you end up after you die.  “For where your treasure is, there your heart will be also.” (Matthew 6:21) If your heart is set on the things of the world, you will be like the rich man.  You will have already received your good things and will live the rest of eternity in torment.  Like I said, having an Xbox or PS3 hooked up to your HDTV is not a bad thing in itself, but when your heart can’t help but draw you to the magnificent glow of the screen and you continue down that path until you die, then you will end up in hell, like the rich man.  But if you listen to Moses and the Prophets you will be saved from such a fate.  (And don’t search for a band called Moses and the Prophets on the internet.)  That is what salvation is.  Moses and the Prophets point to Jesus.  Your heart, your soul, your life should yearn for Jesus.  When your free time is filled with desires to satisfy your personal itches, only times stands between you and hell; you will fall in.  But the wonderful thing is that God gives us his word, like this one, to practice repentance.  When every fiber of our being does not scream for Jesus, then we need to repent and ask God to kindle a fire within us and with that desire, you go to Moses and the Prophets – you go to the Bible – and you search for Jesus.  Take that free time of yours and scratch that itch of wanting to know Jesus.  The Bible says, “But if from there you seek the Lord your God, you will find him if you look for him with all your heart and with all your soul.” (Deuteronomy 4:29) You will find him if you look with everything that you have.
Paul said, “I want to know Christ and the power of his resurrection.” (Philippians 3:10) He had this desire to know Jesus even late into his life.  It was a never-ending desire.  Paul lived a full and well life.  He was rich in the Spirit and he gave freely.  As we heard last week, “I tell you, use worldly wealth to gain friends for yourselves, so that when it is gone, you will be welcomed into eternal dwellings.” (Luke 16:9) Paul had this mentality, but how about you?  Let’s do a little mental exercise.  What thoughts do you have if you heard you were going to get a big fat tax return: a few thousand at least?  Do you think about how many charities you can give to or how many homeless you can feed?  If that is the case, then either you are far more pious than I or you are lying.  

For me, when I found out that Viola and I were getting a nice-sized return, my thoughts immediate.  I like movies, I don’t deny that, but my DVD player is slowly dying and it is a source of frustration.  My thoughts immediately went to: “I finally get to replace that DVD player.  Maybe I should get a Blu-ray.  They are getting cheap and it’s more future proof.”  That’s a very selfish thing to think of.  That is a luxurious thought.  I’m seeking wealth and if I continue, that will lead me to hell.  God’s idea of living a good life means that I need to repent of these thoughts.  God didn’t give my family a good tax return so that I could splurge.  My mind, my thoughts, my heart, my entire being should want Jesus.  I should seek him in the Bible, the whole Bible.  I should listen to Moses and the Prophets and hear what they have to say about Jesus, the one who rose from the dead to conquer death.  I cannot accept Jesus without their help.  The gospel is meaningless without their help.  I have to listen to them, to obey them, to repent by them.

To live a good life means to repent from our sins.  I know that you might not want to hear that again, but it is the truth.  When we read the Bible to find Jesus, we will see where we fall short.  If we don’t listen to what we hear and don’t repent, we can’t accept Jesus resurrection and it has no power for us.  “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.’” (31) Live a good life on earth, repent of your sins and take your place in heaven.
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