Recently, we’ve been preaching through the Gospel of Luke.

· LAST week, Fr. Bill mentioned THIS Sunday’s parable in his stewardship sermon.

· (To Fr. Bill: Getting a little ahead of yourself, don’t you think? ()
Nevertheless, the cool thing about the Bible is that there are sooo many layers of understanding and reflection within each reading.

· Yes, Jesus’ story about a rich man and Lazarus affirms that wealth does not equal being right with God (Luke 16).
· But ANOTHER interesting layer about this parable is the fact that it declares that not even someone who returns from the dead will convince the rich man’s brothers to change their selfish and greedy ways.
· The logic being that if people have a long history of teachings and traditions to show them how to behave, why would a ONE-time sign or miracle convince them to be any different (cf. vv. 29-31)??? 

· Or to put it another way: “For the truly faithful, no miracle is necessary, but for those who doubt, no miracle is sufficient.”
 (Nancy Gibbs)
And all this got me wondering…
Not only would Lazarus’ return from the dead not change the rich man’s brothers, but JESUS’ return from the dead doesn’t seem to change a lot of people either.
· The Pharisees of 1st century Israel didn’t change their beliefs and ways – even after many eyewitness accounts of the risen Christ.

· After all, when the empty tomb was initially reported, they deliberately propagated a lie to deny the resurrection – saying, “his disciples came by night and stole the body while the guards were asleep.” 
(Matthew 28:13)
(Yeh, never mind that big stone in the way that they must’ve somehow moved like superman!!!)
· And then even today in the 21st century, there are many more people who don’t change their beliefs or ways, despite the testimonies of millions who have had an experience with the living God.

· You’ve heard the skeptics:

· Muslims believe that Jesus never really died on the cross – he merely swooned.
· Some say the disciples were just hallucinating and seeing visions – kinda like people today “see” Elvis.
· Others say the Resurrection is a nice story, but it too easily parallels myths and legends from other cultures. 
Truth is we’ll come up with any myriad of excuses not to let a risen and alive Jesus change us from what we’d rather be like or do. 
· “Not now, too busy, no money, I don’t think so, other options, no fun, I’m ok, someone else says, boring, heard it all before.”
· Anything to keep the crown on OUR head, so WE can be in charge. 
· What a shame that those who say they believe, fail to do what the natural reaction SHOULD be when you know an almighty, all-wise, all-loving God exists: Bow to Him and His ways.
· Let Him direct you to what’s best.
But no, people would much rather treat God like a permissive parent or entertain doubts to maintain and justify their selfish and sinful ways.

· They refer to the misbehavior of Christians, the Church, or to the widespread suffering in the world to say there is no God or that He does not care.

· Like a kid who when caught doing wrong, says, “But everyone else was doing it,” so too is humanity content to let the misdeeds and injustices of others permit them to continue on the highway to hell.
· With respect to AC/DC, this morning’s gospel reading does NOT paint a picture of hell that I would sing or boast about!
Isn’t it interesting that in all the excuses for why people won’t believe, won’t change, won’t give their lives to God, or won’t even go to church, the historical person of Jesus – and all that his life represents – gets omitted?
· You can argue all you want about God, the Bible, creation, evolution, the Church, different religions, yada yada yada.
· But when it’s all said and done, who do you say Jesus is???
· How do you explain his return from the dead?
· If it never happened, then you’d better be able to back it up, because the truth is you’d have an easier time collecting rain in Yuma than you would finding hard evidence to support your denial. 
But if Jesus really DID return from the dead, then do you understand what that means???

· It means God gave us a sign and miracle, so that we COULD, SHOULD, and WOULD change!

· We don’t have to be afraid of death anymore, b/c there’s life afterwards.

· We don’t have to be afraid of being alone, b/c our friend Jesus is alive forever more to talk with and be with us.

· We don’t have to be afraid of being poor, b/c a rich inheritance that will never plummet – regardless of the stock market – is secure for us.

· We don’t have to remain a hostage by fear or lies, b/c Jesus ransomed us. 

· We don’t have to feel guilty from a mistake 40 years ago or from even last night, b/c Jesus forgave us by HIS criminal death and then escaped the prison tomb in vindication.

· We don’t have to be ashamed anymore, b/c Jesus was humiliated FOR US and showed his honor and nobility by overcoming the curse!

· We don’t have to let the hurt, pain, or abuse from someone bury us in depression, isolation, or disability, b/c even though Jesus was lowly, scarred, and outcast, he came back in victory good as new!
ALL this is ours to lay hold of and to be changed by through faith in Christ.

· His return from the dead means we not only have new life AFTER death, but new life to enjoy NOW!!!
· No wonder the psalmist today declares, “Hallelujah!  Praise the Lord, O my soul!  I will praise the Lord as long as I live; I will sing praises to my God while I have my being” (Psalm 146:1).

(That’s what I’m talkin’ about. ()
Now, when you’re presented with hope like that, you usually have one of 3 responses: 
“Nice fairy tale,” “Great for you – Not for me,” or “Yes, please God!”
If you’re in any of the first 2 camps, God bless you.  
· But please let’s stay open for further conversation.  
· I’d love to sit down with you and hear your questions and thoughts.  
But for those who are in that last camp…  
· Whether you have been, but you just want more of Jesus’ risen life,  
· Whether you felt it at one time, but lately you just seem kind of numb to it all,

· Or whether you just want it now for the first time.  LISTEN UP…
Whatever you’re looking for: 
· that spiritual high,

· that sense of forgiveness, 
· the ability to forgive,

· more faith,

· a better prayer life,

· or a different call or purpose for your life, 
· WHATEVER IT MAY BE, 
· God loves you fully and completely now.  
· Achieving greater success or further spiritual maturity isn’t going to make him love you more or be more proud of you.  
· He’s already totally and completely in love with you and proud of you, b/c of your faith in His Son Jesus, who was the fulfillment of all His desires.
It’s good to be spiritually hungry for more, to want to serve God more, to want to give back to Him more.

· And the fact that you have such desires, demonstrates that Jesus IS in you and with you – nudging you on to change and be more like him.  
· KEEP IT UP!
· But don’t make your struggles in spiritual growth out to be a “pass-fail” / 
“reward-disappoint” game with God.
Are we not FULLY saved by God’s grace when we put our trust in Jesus’ sacrifice for our sin???  
· Are we not FULLY raised up to be with him in stature and position, thanks to Jesus’ resurrection (cf. Ephesians 2:6)??? 
· Like a daddy who lifts up his child and spins them around – smiling and laughing – as the child giggles and beams, so too does our Father God lift us up in Christ’s resurrection and smiles at us with loving eyes and strong arms.

· So proud of us as his child – brought home by Christ, who saved us from the mud.

You ARE accepted.  You ARE forgiven.  You ARE his pride.  You ARE loved. 

Now imagine if people really did let a man who returned from the dead change them.  
· Then maybe the miracle wouldn’t be as much that a man returned from the dead.
· Maybe the miracle would be more that a human heart CAN change…

· And that others – by seeing that miracle – could be one too.
Let’s pray…
