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PERHAPS THIS PASSAGE FROM LUKE SHOULD BE SAVED PERHAPS THIS PASSAGE FROM LUKE SHOULD BE SAVED PERHAPS THIS PASSAGE FROM LUKE SHOULD BE SAVED PERHAPS THIS PASSAGE FROM LUKE SHOULD BE SAVED 

FOR HALLOWEEN.FOR HALLOWEEN.FOR HALLOWEEN.FOR HALLOWEEN.    

 

If the parable of the conniving steward which Jesus told 

just before this one is his hardest parable to understand, 

then this one about the rich man and Lazarus is surely his 

scariest.  

“Poor Guy” dies and goes to heaven. “Rich Guy” dies and 

goes to hell. Why should that scare us? It should scare us 

because, you and I sit in the richest country that the world 

has ever known, a country in which even those with average 

income have much more than 90% of the people on earth.  

 We live in comfortable homes with central heat, 

many with central air conditioning.  

 We drive cars that even the kings and queens of old 

could not possess. To paraphrase Jesus, “EVEN 

SOLOMON IN ALL HIS GLORY WAS NOT TRANSPORTED IN SUCH AS 

THESE!”  

 We eat abundant food of a quality and variety 

unsurpassed anywhere; our major problem is not 

starvation or malnutrition but obesity. 
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 We are members of a very rich nation. Yes, for us this 

parable is scary, a real squirmer. How can we even 

listen to it? 

 

BUT EVEN THOUGH THE PARABLE MAKES US SQUIRM, WE BUT EVEN THOUGH THE PARABLE MAKES US SQUIRM, WE BUT EVEN THOUGH THE PARABLE MAKES US SQUIRM, WE BUT EVEN THOUGH THE PARABLE MAKES US SQUIRM, WE 

MUST LISTEN TOMUST LISTEN TOMUST LISTEN TOMUST LISTEN TO    IT; AFTER ALL, JESUS IS OUR LORDIT; AFTER ALL, JESUS IS OUR LORDIT; AFTER ALL, JESUS IS OUR LORDIT; AFTER ALL, JESUS IS OUR LORD....    

    

“There once was a rich man,” Jesus tells us. All we know 

about him is that he lived in a gated community, feasted 

sumptuously every day, and dressed like royalty.  

 Jesus does not tell us his name; he represents every 

rich person on the face of the earth.  

 We learn nothing about the man’s family, whether 

he was married, and if so whether he was he a good 

husband and loving father.  

 We don’t know whether he was a good citizen who 

actively tried to make his community a better place 

in which to live.  

 We know nothing of his character.  

These questions don’t seem to matter to Jesus. What 

does matter to him is that the rich man does not reach 

out to the poor man whom he walks past every day. 

We don’t know much about the poor man either. We do 

know his name-- which is interesting: usually the rich are 

famous and we know who they are, while the poor remain 

anonymous. Perhaps this is an example of Luke’s leading 
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idea that Jesus came to turn the world upside down. Or--- 

perhaps it’s a clue to the meaning of the story: The name 

Lazarus means “God helps”. 

Both men die as die we all must. The rich man’s money 

buys him one last thing: an extravagant funeral. The poor 

man’s poverty assures that he will be dumped in the potter’s 

field. Or even more likely, not buried at all. 

Then, however, things take a dramatic turn. Death is 

not the great leveler, Luke insists, it is the great reverser. 

Once the men cross over into the realm where God rules, the 

poor man is welcomed into heaven, while the rich man is 

thrust into hell.  As I said, this parable is a real squirmer. So 

what might it be saying to you and me? 

 

NOTE TO WHOM JESUS ADDRESSES THE PARABLE.NOTE TO WHOM JESUS ADDRESSES THE PARABLE.NOTE TO WHOM JESUS ADDRESSES THE PARABLE.NOTE TO WHOM JESUS ADDRESSES THE PARABLE.    

 

Jesus is speaking to the Pharisees whom Luke claims 

were lovers of money. Luke casts them as people who were 

very pious, but who were obsessed with money. These are 

people who probably thought that God blessed them with 

wealth, because they tithed mint and dill and prayed five 

times a day. They never missed a Sabbath; they kept all the 

commandments from birth. So what is Jesus’ problem with 

them? 

Let’s return to the parable for the answer. What is the 

nameless rich man’s sin?  Jesus does not condemn him for 

being rich. Jesus condemns him for ignoring the plight of the 



4 

 

poor. The rich man literally does not see Lazarus; for 

him, Lazarus is the invisible man.  

Or is he?  Maybe he does see Lazarus, but believes that 

the poor man’s poverty and disease are the consequences of 

his sinfulness. He is only getting what he deserves! The man’s 

wealth, coupled with his religious understanding of that 

wealth, has blinded him, and has perhaps even hardened his 

heart. Ignoring Lazarus is simply affirming what God has 

done to him! 

 

THTHTHTHE CONSEQUENCES OF THISE CONSEQUENCES OF THISE CONSEQUENCES OF THISE CONSEQUENCES OF THIS    ARE CATASTROPHIC.ARE CATASTROPHIC.ARE CATASTROPHIC.ARE CATASTROPHIC.    

 

The rich man ends up in hell. Turns out he did know 

Lazarus after all, because he calls him by name. But the rich 

man sees Lazarus merely as a servant, someone to fetch and 

tote, someone to ease his suffering, or be dispatched to warn 

his brothers. In fact, he will not even speak directly to 

Lazarus; he only speaks to the late, great Abraham, a person 

of stature.  

It is as if his wealth has blinded him to the fact that 

Lazarus too is a human being, a person who should not be 

ignored, a person deserving honor. As the parable beautifully 

puts it, the poor man is also a child of Abraham, and like 

Abraham should command respect. 

Abraham tells the rich man that there is a chasm 

between where he is and where Lazarus is and that the 
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chasm cannot be breached. Now it is Lazarus who lives in 

a gated community, a community whose gates are made 

of pearl. Abraham might have said “You made no effort to 

reach out to Lazarus in life; you cannot reach out to him in 

death.”  

The rich man wants his brothers warned. Abraham tells 

the rich man that his brothers have the Scripture to warn 

them. Prophets like Amos have warned of the danger of riches 

for centuries. If his brothers haven’t listened to Amos, they 

will not listen to someone who has come back from the dead. 

 

SO WHAT IS JESUS TELLING THE PHARISEES?SO WHAT IS JESUS TELLING THE PHARISEES?SO WHAT IS JESUS TELLING THE PHARISEES?SO WHAT IS JESUS TELLING THE PHARISEES?    

 

He is telling them that God sees and loves Lazarus. He is 

telling them that God wants his children to see and love 

Lazarus as well, now, in this world while they have the 

opportunity to help. (Dickens understood this: think of 

Marley’s Ghost) He is warning them of the danger of riches: it 

blinds you to the hurt of others, and it seduces you into 

believing that God favors you above those people who are less 

fortunate. It tempts you to believe that the rich are deserving 

of God’s blessings, but the poor are not 

We have a saying: “God helps those who help 

themselves”. Sometimes we are tempted to rationalize our 

failure to help the poor by quoting this proverb. But Jesus 

gives the poor a name: Lazarus, that is to say God helps. 
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Since God helps the poor, the children of God must help the 

poor as well. Like God, we must seek them out and help them. 

    

ONE WAY OF HEARING A PARABLE IS TO PUT OURSELVES ONE WAY OF HEARING A PARABLE IS TO PUT OURSELVES ONE WAY OF HEARING A PARABLE IS TO PUT OURSELVES ONE WAY OF HEARING A PARABLE IS TO PUT OURSELVES 

IN THE PLACE OF ONE OF THE CHARACTERS.IN THE PLACE OF ONE OF THE CHARACTERS.IN THE PLACE OF ONE OF THE CHARACTERS.IN THE PLACE OF ONE OF THE CHARACTERS.    

 

We obviously cannot claim to be Lazarus. Just as 

obviously we don’t want to be cast in the role of the rich man 

who ends up in hell. Abraham is out. So that only leaves the 

brothers of the rich man who are still alive. So if we choose 

the brothers, how do we hear this parable?   

We hear it as an admonition to listen to and be informed 

by the Scriptures. Amos warns us not to sit on beds of ivory, 

obsessing over how we can get more money and how we can 

spend it. Amos warns the rich that their riches can make 

them callous and indifferent. He warns the rich that they are 

polluting the land and the poor are suffering for it. In fact, the 

whole nation is suffering but the rich “are not grieved over the 

ruin of Joseph”. They care only about their money. 

The parables of Jesus on the topic of wealth function in 

the same way. Jesus does not condemn wealth, but he warns 

about the dangers of wealth. Wealth can tempt us to believe 

that we are favored by God while the poor are cursed. 

Perhaps even more dangerously, it can seduce us into 

believing we don’t need God at all. Is this why our society has 

become more secular than ever before in our history? 
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The one who did come back from the dead tells us that 

he will judge human lives on one criterion: how we responded 

to those in need who cross our paths. Throughout the ages 

Christians of one stripe or another have sought to change 

that criterion, substituting their own standards for his. True 

disciples know better. 

 

ONE LAST THING.ONE LAST THING.ONE LAST THING.ONE LAST THING.    

 

The parable is not saying that we can buy our way into 

heaven by giving generously to the poor---although I’m 

certain God looks favorably on Food Bank benefactors!  The 

parable says something different. Lazarus obviously did not 

earn his way into heaven by being poor, any more than the 

rich man merited hell by being rich. Only those who realize 

that their name is Lazarus get to heaven. Only those who 

realize God is their only hope, that we all are poor in spirit will 

sit with Abraham.   

The good news is that with God all things are possible---

even the salvation of the rich! This is our only comfort and 

our only hope. Thank God for the Gospel of Jesus Christ! Let 

us respond with compassion and generosity to the One who 

is supremely generous and compassionate. May God give us 

the eyes to see those whom He sees but the world overlooks, 

as well as the helping hands to reach out to them. 
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