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Luke 16:19-31: The Rich Man and Lazarus 
 19“There was a rich man who was dressed in purple and fine linen and who 
feasted sumptuously every day. 20And at his gate lay a poor man named 
Lazarus, covered with sores, 21who longed to satisfy his hunger with what 
fell from the rich man’s table; even the dogs would come and lick his sores. 
22The poor man died and was carried away by the angels to be with Abraham. 
The rich man also died and was buried. 23In Hades, where he was being 
tormented, he looked up and saw Abraham far away with Lazarus by his 
side. 24He 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.’ 25But 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. 26Besides 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.’ 27He said, ‘Then, father, I beg you to send him to my father’s house— 
28for I have five brothers—that he may warn them, so that they will not also 
come into this place of torment.’ 29Abraham replied, ‘They have Moses and 
the prophets; they should listen to them.’ 30He said, ‘No, father Abraham; but 
if someone goes to them from the dead, they will repent.’ 31He 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.’” 
 
 
  The story of the Rich Man and Lazarus is interesting on a number of 

different levels. First it is a STORY that IS UNIQUE TO the gospel of LUKE. 

And in Luke, it is nestled between a number of parables (teaching stories) 

and some conversations that Jesus had with the Pharisees and religious 

leaders of his day. This would suggest that this story (like so many others) 

was directed at the Pharisees. 

  What makes this story different from most of the parables that Jesus 

told is that it names the main character as “Lazarus.” This was unusual and 

made this story seem like something more than just another generic parable. 



 

Because of this distinction some of the early followers of Jesus believed that 

what Jesus was talking about here was an ACTUAL EVENT. 

  But, whether the story was made up to make a point (like most 

parables) or it was a re-telling of the story of two actual people, the lessons 

this story teaches remain pretty much the same. 

  The most intriguing implication of this story is Jesus’ acknowledgment 

that there is indeed life after death and that there may be a place prepared 

for both the righteous dead and the unrighteous dead; a “heaven” and a 

“hell.” 

  Traditionally, over the centuries the followers of Judaism have focused 

most of their time and teaching on what is happening in the here and now 

which means that as a religious group they have never operated with a firm 

(or universally shared) belief in the afterlife.  

  In Jesus’ day the Sadducees generally rejected the concept of an after-

life because it is not explicitly mentioned in the Torah (the five books of 

Moses). The Pharisees on the other hand found the concept implied in certain 

verses and believed in the eventual resurrection of the dead (during what 

they would have called the “messianic age”). However, even they didn’t have 

a well formed concept of what happened to a person at the moment they died. 

They believed that in the “age of the messiah” (which was a future time) the 

righteous dead would be ushered into the “Garden of Eden” and the 

unrighteous dead would be sent to “gehenna;” a place of torment. 

  The word “gehenna” literally means the “valley of hinnom” and it 

described a small valley outside the city of Jerusalem where at one time in 

their pagan past some of the kings of Judah (in particular, King Ahaz) 

sacrificed their own children to the pagan god, moloch.  

  After that particular low point in their religious life, the people of Israel 

(out of great shame) converted the valley of hinnom into the garbage dump 



 

for the city of Jerusalem and they kept fires burning there continually in an 

attempt to burn up the stench of all the garbage. This is the image they had 

of “hell.” Jesus referred to gehenna eleven different times in his teaching and 

in Mark’s gospel he describes it as that place, 

 “… where their worm never dies, and the fire is never quenched.”  
Mark 9:48 

  So, as we come back to our story, the images that Jesus used weren’t 

really anything that the Pharisees hadn’t already heard about and the point 

wasn’t that there was a heaven (the bosom of Abraham) or a place reserved 

for the unrighteous dead (gehenna). The general point would have been that 

our future might be determined by how we live (or don’t live) out our faith. 

  The story says,  

“There was a rich man who was dressed in purple and fine linen and 
who feasted sumptuously every day. And at his gate lay a poor man named  

Lazarus, covered with sores, …” Luke 16:19-20 

  And this rich man was well aware that Lazarus was there hoping for 

some sort of compassion from a man who obviously had more than enough 

money. He lived an extravagant life but he had little time for the people 

beneath him. 

  Back in 1973 two researchers, John M. Darley and C. Daniel Batson, 

set up an experiment that involved Princeton Theological Seminary students. 

Forty students took part in this experiment in which they were told was a 

study on religious education and vocations. 

  In one building, they completed a questionnaire. Then they were 

instructed to go to another building to give either a talk on Christian 

vocations or a talk on the parable of the Good Samaritan. 

  The participants were told to hurry to this next building, but they were 

given differing amounts of time to get from the one building to the other.  



 

  On the way to the second building, they arranged for an actor to play 

the role of a person lying on the ground in an ally way, in plain sight, in clear 

need of help AND the researchers measured how many of the students 

stopped to help. 

  What they found was that the less time people were given to get from 

the one building to the other the less likely they were to stop and help. The 

more concerned these students were about their own agenda, the details of 

their own lives, the less likely they would be to care about others. 

  This experiment was modeled after the story of “The Good Samaritan” 

(which was actually part of our conversation last week). BUT I think this 

what we see here fits into the story we read for today as well. 

  In our story the “rich man” was either down right evil OR he was (like 

many of us) so self-absorbed; so consumed by the details of his life that he 

didn’t have any time for the people who were less fortunate than he was. He 

went through his day oblivious to the fact that there were opportunities for 

him to live out the love of God; to make the world a better place. 

  The point that Jesus was making was that sin doesn’t simply consist of 

the things we DO but it often consists of the things we SHOULD DO but 

don’t. These are called “sins of omission.” 

  Like James said, 

 “Anyone, then, who knows the right thing to do and fails to do it,  
commits sin.” James 4:17 

  I’m afraid that many of us have a tendency to focus on the “thou shalt 

not” verses in the Bible because, relatively speaking, they’re pretty easy to 

accomplish. We make a mental checklist of all the things that we should not 

do and we check them off. We assume that as long as we haven’t done 

anything to hurt anyone else that we’ve hit the mark. This was in general the 

problem that the Pharisees had. They believed that as long as they avoided 



 

breaking any of the thousands of religious laws and rules that filled up their 

lives that they could consider themselves to be righteous. 

  The reality is that when we talk about what we should not do we are 

only dealing with the easy half of a conversation about Christian living. 

  When Jesus said that we should love the Lord our God with all of our 

heart, soul, mind and strength AND love our neighbors as we love ourselves 

he was talking about things that we should feel obligated to DO. He was 

creating a general framework for how we see our lives and how we live those 

lives every day. 

  Jesus said, 

 “From everyone to whom much has been given, much will be required; 
and from the one to whom much has been entrusted,  

even more will be demanded.” Luke 12:48 

 We need to recognize that we are (all of us) “people of means.” I don’t’ 

know who said this first but it is the kind of thing that should get all of our 

attention: 

“If you woke up this morning with a roof over your head, and a place to 
sleep and food in your refrigerator and clothes on your back then you are 

wealthier than 75% of the people in the world.  
And if you have some money in the bank and a few dollars in your billfold 
and some spare change floating around in your pocket then you are among the  
wealthiest 8% of the world’s population.” 

  We can talk about the 1% if we’d like but the reality is that all of us are 

8% and all of us have a responsibility to use what God has provided for our 

lives to help make a difference for somebody else. 

  This is the recognition that we have a responsibility to care about the 

people around us in our world AND we cannot try to get away from this 

responsibility because we happen to know someone else who has more 

resources than we do. We need to understand that that we can live out the 

love God has for the people around us AND that we will be held accountable 

if we decide not to. I think that’s what Jesus was trying to say. 



 

  One of the many things that we gather to reaffirm when we come to 

worship is that GOD KNOWS OUR HEARTS. There is no hiding from God. 

He understands who we are and what drives our lives. He knows not only 

what we do but WHY we do it. He’s heard all of the excuses that we might 

want to offer and his judgement of our lives and our behavior will be honest 

and fair and thorough.  

  The Good News is that God also sees the broken pieces that make us 

who we are and he has come to knit all of those pieces back together so that 

we can become the person we were meant to be. Jesus has stepped into our 

world to make this change and allow us to recognize how much we have been 

blessed AND how precious to God are all of the people who live around us in 

our world. 

  As the Apostle Paul said, 

 “For the love of Christ urges us on, because we are convinced that one  
has died for all;” 2 Corinthians 5:14 

  JESUS MAKES that CHANGE is us once we allow Jesus to take control 

of who we are. 

  So, don’t be like this anonymous “rich man” in the story we read for 

today. Let Jesus be Lord and Master over your life and learn from him to live 

out the love of God that changes the world; one person at a time. 

 


