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       	  			AN UNEXPECTED END

19 “There was a rich man who was clothed in purple and fine linen and who feasted sumptuously every day. 20 And at his gate was laid a poor man named Lazarus, covered with sores, 21 who desired to be fed with what fell from the rich man's table. Moreover, even the dogs came and licked his sores. 22 The poor man died and was carried by the angels to Abraham's side. The rich man also died and was buried, 23 and in Hades, being in torment, he lifted up his eyes and saw Abraham far off and Lazarus at his side. 24 And he called out, ‘Father Abraham, have mercy on me, and send Lazarus to dip the end of his finger in water and cool my tongue, for I am in anguish in this flame.’ 25 But Abraham said, ‘Child, remember that you in your lifetime received your good things, and Lazarus in like manner bad things; but now he is comforted here, and you are in anguish. 26 And besides all this, between us and you a great chasm has been fixed, in order that those who would pass from here to you may not be able, and none may cross from there to us.’ 27 And he said, ‘Then I beg you, father, to send him to my father's house— 28 for I have five brothers—so that he may warn them, lest they also come into this place of torment.’ 29 But Abraham said, ‘They have Moses and the Prophets; let them hear them.’ 30 And he said, ‘No, father Abraham, but if someone goes to them from the dead, they will repent.’ 31 He said to him, ‘If they do not hear Moses and the Prophets, neither will they be convinced if someone should rise from the dead.’”

Introduction

1.	“A business was opening a new store, and a friend of the owner sent flowers for the occasion. The flowers arrived at the new business site, and the owner read the card inscribed, ‘Rest in Peace.’ The angry owner called the florist to complain. After he told the florist of the obvious mistake and how angry he was, the florist said, ‘Sir, I’m really sorry for the mistake, but rather than getting angry, you should imagine this: Somewhere there is a funeral taking place today, and they have flowers with a note that reads, ‘Congratulations on your new location’” (Hell Under Fire, p. 11).
2.	The majority of people in the US believe there is a hell, but they also believe that almost everyone is going to a better place (the typical statement at every funeral)! The concept of hell as a place of judgment, a place of eternal punishment, has been largely abandoned. More and more people, even religious people, even professing evangelical believers, are revisiting two aberrations of the historic doctrine of hell – universalism and annihilationism.  Either everyone ultimately goes to heaven (universalism), or those who do not go to heaven may or may not suffer for a time, but are at some point annihilated, simply ceasing to exist. In either case, hell is gone.
3.	Some believe that God restores everything and makes everything perfect. Everything is redeemed. In the end, love wins – no judgment!  Some see heaven and hell as merely a state of mind. Some see heaven as a wonderful destination but hell as a harmless, empty threat, about which, no one needs to be concerned. One TV preacher said that he had long ago revised his theology to “emphasize that we’re saved not just to avoid hell (whatever that means and wherever that is), but to become positive thinkers inspired to seek God’s will for our lives and dream the divine dreams that God has planned for us.” “Whatever that means and wherever that is” strongly suggests his denial of hell.
4.	Even in the Roman Catholic Church, the doctrines of heaven and hell have moved from the orthodox Biblical position.  Pope John Paul II in 1999 said at the General Audience at the Vatican, “Hell is not a punishment imposed externally by God, but the condition resulting from attitudes and actions which people adopt in this life.” Note the change. God does not impose hell as a “punishment.” It is a “condition.” He went on to say, “More than a physical place, hell is the state of those who freely and definitely separate themselves from God, the source of all life and joy. So, eternal judgment is not God’s work but is actually our own doing” (Quoted from Hell Under Fire, p. 27).  The teaching is that hell has nothing to do with God or His judgment. It is something we make for ourselves, and we really should not do that.
5.	Today we have come to a passage that deals with judgment. For full disclosure, this sermon is a rework of a message in the series on Heaven and Hell preached several years ago. Four words will help guide our way through this story told by Jesus. The words are trust, rest, agony and hope.    
I.	TRUST (19-21)
A. What the story is really about
1. At first glance this seems like a story about heaven and hell. That is part of it, but to be sure we get the message, we need to consider the context.
2. In the first several verses of chapter 16 Jesus told the strange parable of the dishonest, though shrewd, manager.  Whatever else we may have thought Jesus was saying, it had something to do with money and trust. Look at what He says in verses 10-13 - 10 “One who is faithful in a very little is also faithful in much, and one who is dishonest in a very little is also dishonest in much. much. 11 If then you have not been faithful in the unrighteous wealth, who will entrust to you the true riches? 12 And if you have not been faithful in that which is another's, who will give you that which is your own? 13 No servant can serve two masters, for either he will hate the one and love the other, or he will be devoted to the one and despise the other. You cannot serve God and money.”
3. Those verses are followed by this: “You are those who justify yourselves before men, but God knows your hearts.”  
4. The verses before us today tell the story about a rich man and a poor man.  One had everything he could want and he indulged himself. The other didn’t even have food to eat. We are told that others laid him at the gate of the rich man’s property, perhaps with hope that the rich man would have compassion and perhaps throw a few crumbs his way. Apparently, that did not happen. We are not told much else about the poor man except his name – Lazarus, and that he was covered with sores and that while he waited at the gate, wild dogs came by and licked his sores. 
5. In view of the context, the rich man trusted in his riches. The poor man must have trusted in something else, though we are not specifically told. 
B. The inevitable happened
1.	Not surprising, the poor man died. There is no mention even of a burial. What is interesting is he was carried by angels to Abraham’s side.  Abraham, who was known as a friend of God, was surely in a good place with God. Not much else is said except that Lazarus was at Abraham’s side (a place of honor) and he was in comfort.  Whatever we could say about this beggar, he was in a conscious state and all was now well with him. 
2.	The rich man also died. All of the good things he enjoyed could not stop the inevitable end of his earthly life. He was buried. He was also said to be in Hades. But unlike where the beggar was, the place where the rich man was was beyond awful. The rich man was in torment. So, the one who lived the good life was in torment and the one who experienced the hard life was in a place of honor.
C.	The simple message here is about trust, faith, about who we serve, who we love. We will serve either God or something else. We will love either God or something else. Remember, we cannot have two masters. We can’t trust ourselves and trust God at the same time. If we justify ourselves we cannot be justified by God. One author wrote, “If during our time on earth we pursue after "things" instead of God—after luxury for ourselves instead of love for others—then earth will be the extent of our heaven and eternity will be our hell. But if during our time on the earth God is our treasure no matter how many bad things happen, then earth will be the extent of our hell and eternity will be our heaven (Piper).  Trust – that is our first word.
II.	REST 
A.	What’s here about eternity for the justified  
1. There is not a detailed description of heaven here. The picture given might even seem a bit confusing. Jesus mentions Hades in relation to the rich man, but the place where Lazarus went was in sight of Hades, though “far off.”  
2. It was close enough for Abraham and the rich man to have a conversation, though also mentioned is some sort of a chasm or barrier between the two places that could not be crossed by anyone in the story. 
3. The area where Lazarus resided was beside Abraham, described as a place of comfort. The other area as agony. Not much is given to us in the story.
B.	What’s here for the unjust
1. The OT says little about heaven and hell. It speaks of the grave and Sheol (Hebrew) or Hades (Greek). Basically Sheol/Hades was the place of departed spirits. When people died, their bodies remained behind, generally, either buried or burned. The spirits of the deceased went to Sheol/Hades.  Those whose trust was in God, went to a place of rest, comfort, and peace, to paradise. Those who died without trusting God, they went to a place of torment, judgment, and horrific agony and anguish.  This was experienced by all who died from Adam through the time of the death of Jesus.  After Jesus’ death, there were some changes.
2. More about it later, but even in the Upper Room the night before the crucifixion, Jesus spoke of the Father’s House. “In my Father’s house are many rooms…I go to prepare a place for you…” It is enigmatic, but both Paul and Peter spoke of Jesus descending into hell (Hades) and proclaiming victory and leading “captivity captive.”  I think what happened is that Jesus descended into the good part of Hades, announced His once for all triumph over sin and death at the cross, and then led those who were in this place of paradise to the Father’s House –the place we call heaven. Those in the place of torment remained there and will continue to endure the agony described until called before Christ Jesus, and forced to acknowledge Him as Lord. They will then be assigned to a place called the Lake of Fire, which was designed by God for the devil and his angels. All who did not trust God will endure this judgment that will never end. 
3. Those who rest – like Lazarus in this story – are those who trust God. Those who are judged – like the rich man in the story – are those who put their trust elsewhere.  
III.	AGONY
A.	Personal agony – Some challenge this story reminding us that these people are body-less souls/spirits. What is this talk of fingers and tongues and flames? Those are legitimate questions that probably cannot be answered with certainty, but what Jesus surely does communicate is that the agony is real and there is no relief.  We may cringe at such an idea. We may wonder how this could fit in the plan and purpose of a just and righteous God, but this is the consistent Biblical view of God’s judgment against unrepentant sinners. The idea that there could be some comfort in the slightest change in the situation (“dip his finger in water to cool my tongue because I am in anguish in the flame”) should tell us something of the terror of the judgment. The personal agony is real and unbearable. That is the physical pain.   
B.	Mental agony – Speaking to the rich man, Abraham said, “Child remember that you in your lifetime received your good things, and Lazarus in like manner bad things; but now he is comforted here and you are in anguish.”  How many times would that play over in the mind of the rich man as he suffered in agony? Maybe he was thinking, “If only…” “Why did I trust in riches?” “Why did I justify myself?”  “Why did I mock Lazarus with my wealth only to be mocked now by my own vivid memory?” Even though it is my conviction that the lost will never be repentant and will continue to be an enemy of God, remorse is not out of the question!  
[bookmark: _GoBack]C.	Spiritual agony – Realizing there was no hope for himself, the rich man’s thoughts turned to his five brothers who were taking the same path, which would surely lead to the same place. At all costs, the message had to get to the brothers to turn from their selfishness and to trust God. The desperate demand was made to send Lazarus back from the dead, back to mortal life to warn the brothers of the wrath to come.  Contrary to some who would mock God and His place of punishment by saying, “So what if I go to hell. All my friends will be there.” This story draws a much different conclusion. There is no mention of anyone else around. The rich man appears to be alone. Even in the rich man’s zeal to change the course of destiny for his brothers, he failed to understand God’s plan and the human heart. In his view the Scripture was not enough. It would take the miraculous to turn his brothers’ heads and hearts toward God. I find it fascinating that this guy in torment is still trying to dictate how things are to be done and the results they will yield!        
IV.	 HOPE
A.	Real hope…Our hope is found in God and that hope in God is revealed in the Scripture.  The Bible often affirms that salvation is found in Christ alone, but that will only become reality as the Spirit of God takes the Word of God and applies it to us so that we might be quickened, “born again.”  Salvation is the product of the coming together of the Word and the Spirit in the heart of the believer. When that happens, we are regenerated. We are made alive. We go from being condemned to being set free.  But the rich man did not understand real hope or the real Gospel. 
B.	Assumed hope…Many are looking for the miraculous to somehow convince the unbelieving to believe. Abraham said, “If they do not hear Moses and the Prophets, neither will they be convinced if someone should rise from the dead.”  Another man with the same name, Lazarus, was raised from the dead. That caused many to want to kill Jesus, not trust Him! Jesus Himself rose from the dead, but different from Lazarus, He would never die again. But many who knew it happened tried to cover it up, fabricating the story that the disciples came and stole the body. Some denied it. Some ignored it. Some mocked it. But the miracle itself was not enough to cause them to believe and gain eternal life. 
C.	Your hope/My hope…Have we heard the Scriptures? Do we understand what they are saying? If our trust is in God we have the hope of spending eternity with God. And our hope is a certain hope, a confident hope. If our trust is in something else – in anything else – we are without God and thus without hope.  
Conclusion
1. Perhaps no one said it better than did the Apostle Peter in the first chapter on his first letter, Set your hope fully on the grace that will be brought to you at the revelation of Jesus Christ…knowing that you were ransomed from the futile ways inherited from your forefathers, not with perishable things such as silver or gold, but with the precious blood of Christ, like that of a lamb without blemish or spot. He was foreknown before the foundation of the world but was made manifest in the last times for the sake of you who through him are believers in God, who raised him from the dead and gave him glory, so that your faith and hope are in God.
2. Is our faith and hope in Him? Heaven is real. So is hell. Trust and hope will determine rest or agony.
3. 
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