Lesson for May 6, 2007

The Life of Christ

The Rich Man and Lazarus

(Luke 16:1-31)

Luke 16 begins with Jesus relating a parable to His hearers about a certain wealthy man.  A steward in Jesus’ day would be like our modern day accountant or money manager.  This accountant was not an honest man and the word got back to the wealthy man.  Now, the accountant had to give account for all that had been put in his trust.  Knowing that he was going to be fired, he began to scheme.  His plan was to call all those who owed his employer money and tell them to change the paperwork to reflect a bill lower than they actually owed.  By doing this, the accountant thought he would gain great favor with the debtors and that they would take care of him after he was fired.  The wealthy man learned of this scheme and was impressed by the accountant’s ingenuity (though dishonest).  Jesus said that the unbeliever was, generally, more shrewd when it came to being dishonest than the believer (the one who is living his spiritual life).  However, the end result is that it is impossible to put material possessions ahead of the things of God and execute His plan, purpose and will.  Human viewpoint thinking and human viewpoint living are not compatible with divine viewpoint thinking and divine viewpoint living.  

When Divine Viewpoint Thinking is developed through consistent study and application of Bible doctrine, it produces confidence based on the absolute truth of God’s Word. (Hebrews 4:9-16)  This confidence in God’s Word can lead a believer to spiritual maturity through study and application of Bible doctrine.  Just as a person may be old physically and yet act like a “two year old,” a person can be a Christian for many years and still be a “babe in Christ.”  Example: Just because you have been married a long time does not necessarily mean that your marriage is successful and happy.  Fulfillment in marriage is a result of learning and applying virtue and integrity, resulting in the needs of both parties being met.  This is marriage maturity.  In our spiritual life (as in our marriage) we should continue to grow and mature until we leave this life.              

Hebrews 4:9-16 tells us to rest in the resources of God.  The word “rest” in Greek does not always mean inactivity, but often the harmonious working of all the resources that God has given to us as believers.  These resources include free-will, the Word of God, the filling of the Holy Spirit, Divine Viewpoint Thinking, the Ten Problem Solving Devices, the local church and the pastor-teacher.
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As believers, we are told that we have the mind of Christ, which is Divine Viewpoint Thinking.  This divine thinking can be discovered only by study, knowledge and application of Bible doctrine.  The result of this kind of thinking is peace, power, stability and victory.  This means that all believers are capable of having Divine Viewpoint Thinking. (II Timothy 1:7; II Corinthians 10:5)

God has commanded all believers to grow spiritually and to advance beyond “spiritual babyhood.”  Logistical grace is for all believers.  However, merely being kept alive, being furnished with the necessities of life and being protected is not enough for those believers with positive volition towards God and His Word.  We should be very thankful for the logistical grace of God, but He wants us to move beyond salvation to spiritual adulthood.  The issue of salvation has been settled, now we must make a positive decision to advance.  Advancement in the Christian Way of Life can be accomplished only by the execution of His plan by using His system.  His plan and His system are found only in His Word. (Ephesians 4:11-15; Hebrews 5:11-14; II Peter 3:18)

Many privileges are given to the believer at the moment of salvation and many are given after salvation.  However, opportunities must be seized by personal volition.  As a believer, you are the most privileged person on the face of the earth, but at the same time you may be missing the opportunities for fantastic blessing by not executing God’s plan, purpose and will for your life.  Tactical victory comes over a period of time as the believer makes thousands of right decisions regarding God, himself, others and circumstances.  Winning the tactical victory is done by the believer who is being empowered by God the Holy Spirit as he organizes his life around right priorities:  Jesus Christ must be the most important Person in your life, learning and applying accurate Bible doctrine must be placed above personal pleasure or your career, and virtue (a strict adherence to the truth) must drive every decision you make in life. (Ephesians 4:14-15)

Jesus then related a true story in Luke 16:19-31 to illustrate to His hearers the difference between making material possessions priority and making God priority.  We know that this is a true story.  If this had been a parable, Jesus would not have named anyone in the story by name, as He did here.  We are told in this story and we know from other passages that the reason the rich man was in Torments was that he had rejected Christ as Savior.  Lazarus had accepted Jesus Christ as his Savior and was therefore in Paradise (Abraham’s bosom).  Torments and Paradise were both compartments of Hades at this time.  Hades was and still is a temporary place for the souls of the dead. 
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Hades or Hell was made up of three parts originally:

1) Tartarus – The place where fallen angels of Genesis 6 are bound. 

(II Peter 2:4)  They are bound because they left heaven (their first estate, Jude 6)  They also disobeyed God in cohabiting with human women. (Jude 7)  In Hades, Jesus proclaimed His victory to them - they had not been successful in cutting off the line of the Messiah. 

(I Peter 3:19-20)

2) Torments – The place where unbelievers’ souls are awaiting the last

judgment. (Luke 16:23, Revelation 20:11-15)  Isaiah 5:14 seems to indicate that Torments was enlarged when Paradise was removed by Jesus Christ.
3) Paradise – The place where the soul of a believer went until Jesus Christ ascended to Heaven (Luke 16:20-31) Paradise is now located in heaven.  We have Paul’s testimony in II Corinthians 12:1-4 and a reference to a time when Jesus “led captivity captive” after He had descended into Hades in Ephesians 4:8-10.
The word hell is used throughout the Scriptures for Hades (Greek) or Sheol (Hebrew).  Often called Hell, the Lake of Fire in the Scriptures is the final abode for Satan, his demons and all unbelievers.  (Matthew 25:41; Revelation 20:10-15)  There are no degrees of punishment in Hell.  All unbelievers suffer equally because all are equally “rejecters” of Jesus Christ as Savior. Since all of mankind’s sin was paid for at the Cross, sinfulness is not the issue.

The reason that your personal sins never condemn you is that Jesus Christ paid the penalty for the sin of the entire human race, past, present and future.  The issue at salvation is never sin.  The issue at salvation is acceptance of God’s free gift of eternal life by faith alone in Christ alone.  This gift is a grace gift and can be appropriated only by faith, a non-meritorious system of perception.  When an unbeliever makes the decision to accept God’s gift of eternal life by faith in Christ, he is in effect adjusting to the grace of God (aligning with God’s plan, purpose and will).  This decision causes the elect angels to rejoice and brings glory and honor to the Lord Jesus Christ. (John 3:15-16; I Peter 3:18; I John 2:2)

When Christ became our substitute on the Cross and paid the penalty for the sin of the entire human race, the barrier of sin that previously existed between God and man was removed forever.  The removal of this sin barrier means that sin is no longer an issue at salvation.  The issue at salvation is whether a person will accept God’s free offer of eternal life through faith in Christ.  It is because of propitiation that God is free to make this offer of eternal life.
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Because His righteousness has been satisfied, God is justified in bestowing His grace blessings upon all who believe.  God’s blessings, however, are only potential for the believer in Christ.  Though God has promised certain logistical grace blessings to all believers, He has also promised greater grace blessings to those who faithfully execute His plan for their lives.  Only increased capacity to receive blessing from God, through the consistent study and application of God’s Word, will allow these greater blessings to be given.  God does not give greater grace blessings to immature, inconsistent Christians.  God’s “blueprint” for success must be followed precisely if the believer is to enjoy the greater blessings in this life and in the one to follow.  (Romans 5:19-21)   

The story of the rich man and Lazarus gives us a lot of insight into what Hades and Paradise are like.  Notice that both the rich man and Lazarus were conscious and were able to see one another.  The rich man’s plea to send Lazarus to dip his finger in water and touch it to the rich man’s tongue illustrates the horrendous nature of Hell.  We should also notice that there was a great gulf fixed between Paradise and Torments so that no one could pass between them.  The rich man’s final plea to send someone to his brothers so that they would believe, and Abraham’s reply, illustrate the importance of accepting Christ as your Savior before it’s too late. 

