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 The passage we will read is another of Jesus’ parables.  This parable deals with two 
men.  The first is a rich man who is not named.  Tradition has named him “Dives” – which 
is Latin for “rich man.”  The second man is a poor man named Lazarus.  This Lazarus is 
not to be confused with Martha and Mary’s brother whom Jesus rose from the dead.  It is 
worth noting that the name “Lazarus” is the Greek form of a name that means, “My God 
helps.” 

 
19 "There was a rich man who was dressed in purple and fine linen and who feasted 
sumptuously every day. 20 And at his gate lay a poor man named Lazarus, covered with 
sores, 21 who longed to satisfy his hunger with what fell from the rich man's table; even 
the dogs would come and lick his sores. 22 The poor man died and was carried away by 
the angels to be with Abraham. The rich man also died and was buried. 23 In Hades, 
where he was being tormented, he looked up and saw Abraham far away with Lazarus by 
his side. 24 He called out, "Father Abraham, have mercy on me, and send Lazarus to dip 
the tip of his finger in water and cool my tongue; for I am in agony in these flames.' 25 But 
Abraham said, "Child, remember that during your lifetime you received your good 
things, and Lazarus in like manner evil things; but now he is comforted here, and you are 
in agony. 26 Besides all this, between you and us a great chasm has been fixed, so that 
those who might want to pass from here to you cannot do so, and no one can cross from 
there to us.' 27 He said, "Then, father, I beg you to send him to my father's house— 28 for I 
have five brothers—that he may warn them, so that they will not also come into this place 
of torment.' 29 Abraham replied, "They have Moses and the prophets; they should listen 
to them.' 30 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 listen to Moses and the prophets, 
neither will they be convinced even if someone rises from the dead.'"  (Lk. 16:19-31 NRSV) 
 

1 
 “Wouldn’t you think some sociologist would have done a comparative study by 
now to prove that there is a higher proportion of Undeserving Rich than Undeserving 
Poor?”1   
 This question may be a good way to begin thinking about Jesus’ parable of the Rich 
Man and Lazarus.  I say this because there is a tendency among the wealthy to assume 
they somehow deserve their wealth and that the poor deserve their poverty.  Neither 
assumption is justified or useful or even Christian, is it? 
 Earlier in chapter 16, Luke tells us this parable was directed to a group of the 
Pharisees who were lovers of money.2  I believe Jesus’ purpose in telling the parable was 
two-fold.  First, to convict them…to hold a looking glass in front of their faces to help them 
see themselves as they truly were.  He just finished saying they were guilty of passing 
themselves off as virtuous in the sight of others, but that God knew their hearts and the 
depth of their hypocrisy.3  He told the parable in hopes they would hear in his words the 
truth about themselves. 
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 Jesus’ second purpose was to persuade them to change.  His aim was not to tell this 
group of Pharisees they were damned…but to give them an opportunity to think and 
behave in a different way – specifically, to use their wealth in ways that benefited the poor 
at their gates.   

2 
 Let’s take a look at the parable.  “There once was a rich man who dressed in fine 
clothes and who feasted sumptuously every day.”  It was Jesus’ way of saying the man 
lived the good life.  It was Jesus’ not so subtle way of telling this group of Pharisees he was 
talking about them.  And it was Jesus’ way of inviting you and me to take a hard look at 
ourselves and ask how we, too, may be the rich man. 
 According to the parable there was also a man named Lazarus who was dressed in 
oozing sores from head to toe.4  This poor man had no food so he sat every day by the gate 
to the rich man’s estate hoping to be given the scraps that fell to the floor from the daily 
feasts that took place in the manor house.   

3 
 Now…there are several ways to think about the relationship between the rich man 
and Lazarus.  First, there is the possibility the rich man knew Lazarus, may even have 
known him by name – the parable is not clear at this point.  It may well have been the rich 
man passed by Lazarus every day and observed the man’s terrible plight…but refused to 
give him even table scraps.   
 For the moment, let’s assume this is how Jesus wanted us to think about the 
relationship between the rich man and Lazarus.  What does this interpretation tell us 
about the rich man?  I think it says the rich man was consciously and habitually selfish.     
 Now the question for us…Is there any way in which we are guilty of being this sort 
of rich man?  I suspect you have heard people justify ignoring the poor by quoting Jesus 
who said, “The poor you have with you always…”5  They think Jesus meant there will 
always be poor people so don’t bother doing anything to lift them out of poverty.  This is a 
gross misunderstanding of what Jesus said.  Have you and I misused what Jesus said as a 
way to justify doing nothing? 

 
 Ok, let’s think about the relationship between these two men in a second way.  In 
his telling of the story Jesus does not necessarily indicate the rich man was inherently 
wicked.  The parable never says the rich man openly persecuted Lazarus.  It does not say 
he never gave Lazarus table scraps.  It does not indicate the rich man called the cops to 
sweep Lazarus and people like Lazarus away from his gates.6   
 If this is how Jesus wanted us to think about the relationship between the two men, 
what does this tell us about the rich man?  Well, I think it tells us that “a little does not 
necessarily go a long way.”  Table scraps were not enough to address Lazarus’ condition.  
Jesus may have been saying the rich man simply did not do enough to help the poor man 
at his gate.  He may have been saying to us that people who have wealth have an 
obligation to do more than throw a little money at the poor.   
 It is a lot easier and safer to throw a few table scraps out the window at Lazarus as 
we drive through the gate…than it is to invite him into our car, into our home, into our 
lives.   
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 You might remember the Sandra Bullock movie, Blind Side.7  It is the story of a 
homeless and traumatized boy who became an All American football player and first 
round NFL draft pick with the help of a caring woman and her family.  Sandra Bullock 
plays a mother and a wife who encounters this poor boy, finds out he has no place to 
sleep, and invites him into her home to sleep on the couch.  Her involvement in helping 
this young black boy goes on and on.  It is a marvelous story and a powerful movie worth 
seeing.  I mention the movie because it portrays a type of care for the poor that demands 
far more than a few dollars here and there.   

  
 And now for a third way to think about the relationship between the rich man and 
Lazarus.  Is it possible the rich man was so self-absorbed that he never even noticed 
Lazarus?  The parable does not explicitly say the rich man actually saw Lazarus.  Jesus 
does not say the rich man looked at Lazarus every day and chose to ignore him.  Is it 
possible Jesus was suggesting the rich man was so self-absorbed he did not even notice the 
poor man…that Lazarus was completely invisible…that as far as the rich man was 
concerned, Lazarus did not exist? 
 If this is how Jesus wanted us to think about the relationship between the two men.  
What does this tell us about the rich man…what was Jesus trying to tell the group of  
Pharisees…and what was Jesus saying to us? 
 Before we explore what this interpretation tells us about the rich man, let’s think 
about Lazarus.  For a moment step into Lazarus’ shoes and experience a taste of what it is 
like to be invisible…to have people pass you by day-in-and-day-out without even noticing 
you.  Have you ever been treated in this way?  Probably so…but even if you have not, you 
can imagine what a truly terrible, desolate feeling it is to be invisible. 
 Now then, what does this interpretation tell us about the rich man?  I believe it tells 
us the rich man needs to be shown what is happening at his gates every day.   
 Some time ago now, Deb and I watched a powerful documentary entitled Beyond 
Belief.8  It is about two American women who became widows when their husbands were 
killed on 9/11/01.  Both their husbands happened to be onboard one of the airplanes that 
was flown into the Twin Towers.  Both women were pregnant at the time…and came to be 
good friends. 
 The two women were grief stricken, angry, afraid, and lonely.  They decided, 
though, that they were not going to let their lives be defined by their hatred.  So they 
began a program to minister to women in Afghanistan who were widowed by the war. 
 At some point the two women travel to Afghanistan to visit the ministries their 
fundraising efforts helped support.  In one scene the two women are seated in a one room 
house with many Afghan women.  This one room housed an extended family.   
 The Afghan women were grateful for the funds that helped make their difficult 
lives easier…but they did not quite understand that the two American women were 
widows, too…or how they became widows.  They had been told one of two things – that 
9/11 never took place or that there were no American deaths on that day.  Once the 
widows realized the extent of what happened that fateful day, a true bond was created 
between the Afghan widows and the two American widows. 
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 The conversation via an interpreter went back and forth.  An Afghan women asked, 
“When you return home, please send us a picture of your children.”  The American 
women nodded their enthusiasm.  They would be glad to send pictures of their children. 
 The same Afghan woman then asked, “And could you send us a picture of your 
homes?”  There was a look of absolute horror that came over the faces of the two 
American widows.  In that moment they realized that they had never realized they had so 
much:  a generous insurance settlement, beautiful homes, and very an extensive support 
system.  The Afghan widows had nothing…absolutely nothing.9 
 One of the American women said, “I had never realized how much I have.  I could 
not send a picture of my home.”   
 Here is my point.  I believe Jesus told his parable because he knew that deep down 
the group of Pharisees were good people who meant to do good…they just needed to have 
someone lift their gaze from themselves…from their stuff, their security, their self-
satisfaction, their place in society, their prosperity.   
 Don’t get me wrong.  I am not saying the two American women were obsessed with 
these things…nor that they were somehow selfish.  Far from it.  Their choice to assist the 
Afghan widows was and is a powerful witness.  I’m simply saying it had not really 
occurred to them how wealthy they really were until they were asked to compare what 
they had to what the Afghan widows had.  And that comparison changed those two 
women from that moment on. 
 I think Jesus meant for us to hear this parable for the same reason…to convict us of 
inadvertent insensitivity and selfishness…and to appeal to the best in us so we will be 
persuaded to change. 

 
 Is one of these interpretations the right one?  I think a great deal can be gleaned 
from each interpretation…each has merit.   

4 
 According to the parable, both men die.  Lazarus, the poor man in this life, finds 
himself after death in the bosom of Father Abraham – no more hunger, no more waiting 
for some rich man to throw him crumbs, no more sores all over his body for dogs to lick. 
And the rich man…he finds himself in torment after his death.    
 From the pits of hell the rich man looks to paradise and asks that Lazarus, the poor 
man, be sent with a drop of cool water to quench his burning thirst.  “Nothing doing,” 
says father Abraham. “During your lifetime you had everything you could want…and 
Lazarus had nothing.  Now Lazarus has consolation and you have torment…and there is 
nothing you can do to bridge that gulf.”  
 Ok, the rich man says, then send Lazarus be sent to my five living brothers to tell 
them to change their ways before it is too late.  Again, Abraham replies, “Nothing doing.  
They already have Moses and the prophets; they should listen to them.”  But the rich man 
cannot let it go.  He pleads, "Father Abraham, if someone goes to them from the dead, they 
will repent.”   Abraham remains firm, "Moses and the prophets made it crystal clear that 
the wealthy are to look after the poor.  If they choose to ignore Moses and the prophets as 
you ignored them, what makes you think they will be convinced if someone rises from the 
dead.” 
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 Many people have missed the point of this parable completely by thinking it has to 
do with what happens after we die.  That isn’t the point at all.  Remember, Jesus was 
telling a story – a parable.  How often do we tell one another stories like the one about the 
man who walks into a bar with a talking pig.  The point isn’t to convince us pigs can talk. 
 Neither was Jesus’ point to get us to believe certain things about the afterlife.  
Rather, he wanted us to believe certain things about this life.  He wanted us to change 
our self-centered, money-loving, people-ignoring ways and start caring for one another.   

5 
 I hope I have not left you with the impression this parable paints a hopelessly bleak 
picture.  That certainly was not Jesus’ purpose.   
 I want to conclude, then, by saying I think the parable is really about hope.  Jesus 
knew this group of Pharisees were well acquainted with the teachings of Moses and 
Jeremiah and the other prophets.  If they would pay attention to the faith of their fathers 
and mothers they would remember just how central it was to look after the poor, the sick, 
the widowed, the powerless.  I believe the parable was Jesus’ way of reminding this group 
of Pharisees of this sacred trust. 
 You and I are inheritors of this sacred trust.  This means spending time learning all 
that Moses and the prophets and our Lord Jesus had to say.  It also means putting into 
action all that Moses and the prophets and our Lord Jesus had to say about welcoming the 
stranger, comforting the grieving, and truly befriending the Lazaruses in our midst.   
 How willing are we to listen?  Amen. 
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homeless teenage African-American, Michael "Big Mike" Oher. Michael has no idea who is father is and his mother is a 

crack head. Michael has had little formal education and few skills to help him learn. Leigh Anne soon takes charge 

however, ensuring that the young man has every opportunity to succeed. When he expresses an interest in football, she 

goes all out to help him, including giving the coach a few ideas on how best to use Michael's skills. They not only 

provide him with a loving home, but hire a tutor to help him improve his grades to the point where he would qualify for 

an NCAA Division I athletic scholarship. Michael Oher was the first-round pick of the Baltimore Ravens in the 2009 

NFL draft. 
8 See http://www.principlepictures.com/beyondbelief/film_synopsis.htm Susan Retik and Patti Quigley are/were two 

ordinary soccer moms living in the affluent suburbs of Boston until tragedy strikes. Rather than turning inwards, grief 

compels these women to focus on the country where the terrorists who took their husbands' lives were trained: 

Afghanistan.  Over the course of two years, as they cope with loss and struggle to raise their families as single mothers, 

these extraordinary women dedicate themselves to empowering Afghan widows whose lives have been ravaged by 

decades of war, poverty and oppression - factors they consider to be the root causes of terrorism. As Susan and Patti 

make the courageous journey from their comfortable neighborhoods to the most desperate Afghan villages, they 

http://www.imdb.com/title/tt0878804
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discover a powerful bond with each other, an unlikely kinship with widows halfway around the world, and a profound 

way to move beyond tragedy.  From the ruins of the World Trade Center to those of Kabul and back, theirs is a journey 

of personal strength and international reconciliation, and a testament to the vision that peace can be forged... one woman 

at a time.  
9 The American women asked the Afghan widows if they would remarry.  They said they chose not to remarry because 

in that culture they would lose their children.  Their children would go to the dead husband’s family…and they could 

have nothing to do with them anymore.  So their choice was to remain single mothers.  


