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There seems to be some foreshadowing in the Gospel reading today, when Jesus points 

out that even if someone rose from the dead, no one would be convinced if they didn’t listen to 

Moses and the prophets.  We know someone who rose from the dead.  And if you want to avoid 

the rich man’s fate, listen to Moses and the prophets. 

In last week’s reading which immediately precedes this one, Jesus is speaking to the 

disciples when he tells the parable of the landowner, the sketchy manager, and the tenants who 

get a break on what they owe even as they slide further into debt.  It’s a parable about the proper 

use of wealth, and it serves as reminder that we can only serve God.  The Pharisees happen to be 

listening in. 

After Jesus tells the parable, Luke tells us that the Pharisees were lovers of money, 

almost as an aside.  Then Jesus says to them, ‘You justify yourselves in the sight of others, but 

God knows your hearts.’  Then he says a few other things that may or may not be related to 

anything else, and then tells today’s parable, speaking directly to the Pharisees this time. 

A rich man who wore fine clothes and had plenty to eat everyday consistently steps over 

a poor man lying at his gate, hardly noticing the man, who was hungry and covered in sores.  Not 

surprisingly, the poor man died.  But then, unexpectedly, he was carried away by angels to be 

with Abraham, the father of our faith.  Now Jesus has our attention. 

As autumn follows summer, the rich man died too, and was buried.  That’s all he gets; the 

next thing he knows, he is down in Hades, suffering torment.  It makes me wonder if this passage 

inspired Dickens to come up with the Jacob Marley character in A Christmas Carol. 

There is a chasm between him and Lazarus, and Abraham tells him that it was his own 

fault.  The rich man tries to get Lazarus to help him, but it’s too late.  He can’t even warn his 

brothers.  Meanwhile, Lazarus has gone to his reward.  Notice there is no mention of faith here.  

This parable reflects popular beliefs of who goes where and why.  And Jesus blows it all up. 
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In the background is Jesus’ warning that you can’t serve God and wealth at the same 

time.  But the Pharisees believe that the two are joined.  Prosperity was seen as a sign of God’s 

favor.  Wealth equals a blessing from God which comes from their obedience to God’s 

commandments.  For the Pharisees, the poor man in the parable is being punished by God for 

reasons unknown to us, and it is entirely reasonable for the rich man to step over him day after 

day.  As Job’s friends would tell you, when something bad happens to you, it’s because you 

deserve it. 

They all got their beliefs from Scripture, from Deuteronomy and elsewhere, that the 

righteous prosper and the wicked suffer.  Our Call to Worship, based on Psalm 146, says as 

much, except that it adds: ‘Happy are those who serve the Lord.’ 

This is where the Pharisees went wrong: as Jesus told them, they interpreted Scripture 

wrongly.  We can only serve the Lord, nothing else.  In Psalm 91, the Lord said, ‘Those who 

love me, I will deliver’ (91:14).  So, in Jesus’ parable, who loves the Lord?  Those who listen to 

Moses and the prophets, those who live into the covenant with God. 

Years ago, I happened to catch a popular television evangelist whom I will not name 

share the secrets of a good life before a huge stadium crowd and everyone watching at home.  At 

one point, he held a copy of his latest book above his head and said, ‘All this can be yours FREE, 

with a donation of $19.95!’  This was about forty years ago, when twenty dollars was a lot of 

money.  I don’t know what was in his book, but it wasn’t the Bible. 

What he was selling tapped into a deep desire people have to live a good life and to go to 

Heaven as a result of that life.  It might never occur to anyone that a poor man, hungry and 

covered with sores, would end up at God’s table sitting with Abraham.  Who let him in? 

Even the rich man didn’t get it at first.  We can imagine him thinking, ‘How did I get 

down here?  What happened to God’s blessing?’  When Abraham says, ‘Child, remember that 

during your lifetime you received your good things,’ that’s not enough.  How and why would 

simply receiving good things in life get him sent to Hades?  Well, they wouldn’t. 

We need to separate living a good life from serving God.  They are not the same thing, as 

the parable shows.  Too often, living a good life means acquiring material goods and 

possessions, which has nothing to do with serving God.  Is it okay to enjoy the finer things in 

life?  Of course; in fact, it is preferred by 100% of the population, as long as you don’t forget or 

overlook the poor and needy lying at your gate, and as long as you serve God alone. 
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More than once, people have asked me if they will be saved.  In the back of my mind, I 

think, ‘Get thee to church,’ but I actually say, ‘Yes, you will.’  And I’m not lying; I believe they 

will be saved simply because they are children of God and they want to be saved.  That’s a form 

of repentance.  They want to go to Heaven, even if going to church is a challenge.  Do they see 

the poor man at their gate?  I don’t know. 

The parable offers a truth that was startling to hear in the first century.  One man’s lack of 

compassion and action doomed him to a place of no faith.  But we, as a faithful people, can 

listen, and choose to act. 

In Matthew 25, Jesus tells us that it is he lying in the gate; he is the one who is hungry, 

who needs clothing and shelter.  Jesus is right here with us, breaking down the wall between us 

and God.  He calls us to open the gate.  Consider who might be on the other side. 

Amen. 


