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Luke 16:19-31 
 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 had 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, 
h 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.’”    
 

Do you remember how the last week’s lectionary text ends? “You cannot 

serve God and wealth.” You may ask, “why not?! Why does it have to be an 

either-or matter?!” When we look into the Scripture, there are two very 

different perceptions of wealth which seem not to be reconciled with one 

another. Wealth is often described negatively, even as a rival god competing 

with the one true God for our full devotion. On the other hand, there are also 

the stories in which God blesses people with wealth and the stories in which 

one’s wealth becomes a blessing for many. 



 
 

It is probably right. I mean, it is the reality in which we are so divided 

with regard to wealth. Our attitudes towards wealth/money are so divided 

from serving it to giving it away. Also, our status/destiny is so divided by it. I 

do not think that anyone really thinks of oneself as a lover of money or a 

servant of money. To examine ourselves, we can ask ourselves these things: 

whether we treat others favorably or not based upon money or whether we 

think better or less of someone in relation to their income. Do we happen to 

think that many problems in our life are due to a lack of money? Or do we 

happen to think that more money will make us much happier than now?  I 

thought of one story from the Talmud as an example of serving wealth rather 

than others. This is the story about one father and his sons. As he got older 

and weaker, he was worried about his sons not coming to see him often. So he 

prepared a big chest, filled it with broken glass, locked it and put it beside his 

bed. The sons soon tried to figure out what was in it by shaking it. They 

believed that it was some treasure like gold or jewelry.  The plan of the father 

worked out. The sons visited their father a lot and served him as best as they 

could. They finally had a chance to open the chest when their father passed 

away. Their great disappointment and even anger revealed what they had 

been really serving. Does it sound like a completely strange story unlikely to 

happen around us today? I once read about a conversation between a priest 

and a very rich woman. She confesses, “The only thing people see in me is 

money. Wherever I go, I am the rich aunt or the rich friend or the rich person, 

so I stay in my little circle, because as soon as I leave it people say, ‘She’s 

rich!’” I do not know about how you measure wealth. When I was a little boy, 

multiple cars in one household and living in a high-rise apartment meant 

wealth. It was awkward to hear people talking about how many cars someone 

had or where they were living. Yes, it is not difficult to sense that something is 

wrong or distorted in our attitude towards money. Of course, it is not merely a 

personal matter. The world we are living in is crazy about it. 



 
 

The lectionary text today is another story about the reality in which 

people are so divided by wealth: the disparity/gap created by wealth is so clear 

and great between the two characters. It seems like great chasm borrowing 

the word from the text. This story is really full of contrasts between the rich 

man and Lazarus. The rich man is dressed in purple, while the poor man is 

dressed in sores. The rich man feasts sumptuously, while Lazarus is satisfied 

with what falls from the table. The rich man has a burial, while Lazarus 

seems not to. Although their status/destiny turn upside down in their 

afterlives, it is still the same chasm is there in between. 

Why does the rich man suffer from eternal punishment while Lazarus is 

with Abraham? I do not know, for the text is silent about it. Of course, we 

could charge the rich man with something like dereliction of duty; but what 

about Lazarus? Is there anything we know about him except that he was a 

beggar in his earthly life? How or why they end up where they are in their 

afterlives is not the point of the story. Rather, the reversal of their status/ 

destiny with unidentified reason simply tells us that God does not look at/ 

treat people by their wealth or vice versa. When I say ‘vice versa,’ I mean that 

wealth does not mean God’s favor with someone over others. Actually, many 

people of Jesus’ time thought that rich people were blessed by God and thus 

close to heaven. Wealth was a sign of God’s blessing, while poverty is a sign of 

God’s displeasure. The Pharisees to whom Jesus is telling this story might 

have used their wealth to support their religious status. So the story like this 

in which destinies of a rich man and a poor man are reversed was shocking/ 

challenging for many audiences. There are many euphemistic ways to refer to 

the poor in English, but I have a question about one of them: ‘less fortunate.’ 

Maybe it is a humble way to say that our wealth is a kind of fortune. But we 

do not know who is really fortunate according to the story given to us today. 



 
 

Instead of considering our wealth as a favor from God, we can find an 

alternative view from the apostle Paul in 1 Corinthians. Corinth was a large 

and prospering urban city so no surprise that there were the rich and the poor 

together in the church. Chapter 11 deals with an issue caused by the 

difference between the rich and the poor. Besides this, the church also was 

struggling with divisions caused by diversity in the congregation. To address 

these issues, Paul describes the church as an organism like our body. Just like 

there are different parts of our body, our differences are given as different gifts 

to serve others, work together, build a community and experience wholeness 

together in the community. “Each man has his own gift from God; one has this 

gift, another has that (1 Cor. 7:70),” he said. So we may need to think of our 

wealth as a ‘gift’ of God in this sense. Since we believe that we are stewards 

not owners of life, the more possessions of any kind like knowledge, money, 

and other resources always mean more responsibility for the community and 

the human community at large. 

The faith community, the church, has stories to offer to the world with 

regard to the rich and the poor coming together to cross their differences. We 

are the community which has been a leading group in history. Among the 

worshippers of the baby Jesus, there were Magi, the rich men, and the 

shepherds, the poorest men; among the lost that Jesus sought there were the 

rich (like Zacchaeus and the young ruler) and the poor alike. The New 

Testament witnesses to the early churches as communities where the rich and 

the poor got together and worshipped together. In the history of the church, 

spiritual practices/disciplines like fasting were combined with the giving of 

alms.  

I believe that we, as a worshipping community, should be exceptional in 

this matter. Because we worship God, not anything else people value in the 

world. Worshipping God always entails our detachment from all the other 



 
 

things to which we ascribe worth. Particularly, we worship the God revealed in 

and through Jesus Christ. He did not only embrace the poor, but he was one of 

them. The gospel of Luke is especially specific in describing Jesus’ poor 

background (For example, his parents had to sacrifice a turtledove instead of a 

lamb in Luke 2). Jesus was never wealthy throughout his life on the earth. It 

is hardly imaginable that those who love power and affluence can truly 

worship the God revealed in and through Jesus.  

Also, when we stand before God and God’s richness in grace, we can find 

us all – the poor and the rich alike - poor in many different ways. When we 

stand before God’s command of love, we find us all really destitute and even 

bankrupt. There is no such thing like the distinction between the rich and the 

poor in God, and thus in the faith community. I know one rich lady. She owns 

several houses and some land. After she lost her husband about a decade ago, 

she recently felt ready for remarriage. But she shared with me her fear. She is 

so afraid that she is loved because of her money, not because of who she really 

is. Thank God she is now dating a good gentle man. That is surely a learning 

experience for me. Many rich people are also lonely and suffer from distrust 

and doubt of others’ love. When we see everyone in their need of grace, it 

might be easier for us to get together crossing the differences. 

From last week’s text, the same question resonates. What would you do if 

your wealth was coming to an end soon? It is. It is coming to an end soon; 

sooner or at least when our earthly life is done. The shrewd manager from last 

week decides to use the entrusted wealth to make friends and have places to 

go when he learned that his time with the wealth is short. What is your 

response? May God inspire us to be a community in which we see one another 

without distinction in the eyes of God. May we extend that communal spirit 

and practice to the outside world. Amen. 


