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Today’s parable about the rich man and Lazarus challenges us to find meaning in it, and 

it has proven to be fertile ground for countless biblical interpreters.  One scholar recently pointed 

out that in the past ten years or so, at least six PhD theses have been written about this passage, 

and most of those have been published.  That’s a lot of research. 

So far, Luke’s audience has heard Jesus describe wealthy people in terms of their self-

satisfaction (6:24-25); their greed in hoarding wealth (12:16-21); and, just last week with the 

Pharisees, we saw their devotion to money (16:12-14). 

In today’s story, the anonymous rich man was covered in purple and fine linen while a 

poor man named Lazarus lay at his gate covered with sores.  The poor man died and was carried 

away by the angels to be with Abraham; the rich man also died and was buried. 

Jesus knows how to tell a story, doesn’t he?  He does a fine job setting us up for some 

good old fashioned role reversal. 

Hades (ᾅδῃ) is Greek for the place where the dead live, called Sheol in Hebrew.  Here, it 

is also a place of torment.  How did the rich man end up there, I wonder? 

The prophets of yore have traditionally warned against the unjust treatment of the poor, 

from Isaiah to Jeremiah, Ezekiel, Amos, Micah, and Zechariah.  They saw the problem as one 

cause in the weakening of the nation.  All those who were at ease in the south in Jerusalem, who 

felt secure in the north, all those who consumed conspicuously but were not grieved over the ruin 

of the nation, they shall be the first to go into exile, and so they were. 

Today, we define ‘the poor’ by their economic condition, or lack of it.  But Jesus, and 

Amos too, is concerned with more than that.  The poor for them meant those who lacked power 

and influence or social standing; the helpless and the marginalized; the widows and orphans &c.  

Lazarus embodies all of that.  But here he is, honored with a name which now gives him status.  

The anonymous rich man has lost his status and is left with nothing.  He is, in effect, in exile. 
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One could argue that the rich man’s wealth is a sign of God’s blessing, and Lazarus’ 

condition is a sign of God’s punishment, but that goes out the window when Jesus shows us how 

their situations are reversed after their respective deaths.  

The problem for the rich man is that, although he received his good things in life, he did 

not use them to help the poor.  His failure was in not recognizing the dignity that God gave every 

person, including the poor.  He didn’t see that people like Lazarus receive comfort and 

satisfaction from God even if they don’t get it from their neighbors. 

As far as the passage from Amos goes, what’s wrong with a little revelry?  Nothing, 

really, when it’s just that.  But for Amos, the wealthy expressed their greed not through 

exploitation of the poor but from excessive sacrifices.  So, what’s wrong with excess? 

Just this: in Amos’s time, when you made a sacrifice in the day, you could feast at night.  

And so, the Israelites came to love their feasting and lost their sincerity when offering sacrifices 

to the LORD.  Their revelry became exclusive, but they partied on, thinking their fine food and 

drink constituted an offering to God. 

The LORD saw it differently and so turned away, rejecting them. 

Thomas Jefferson, in a letter to Samuel Kercheval, a Virginia lawyer and author, noted 

that “A departure from principle in one instance becomes a precedent for a second; that second 

for a third; and so on, till the bulk of the society is reduced to be mere automatons of misery, and 

to have no sensibilities left but for sinning and suffering.”1 

Jefferson and Kercheval were talking about proposals to revise the Virginia Constitution 

in 1816, but the thought that a ‘departure from principle in one instance becomes a precedent for 

a second’ seemed to fall in line with the idea that when you stray from the original meaning of 

your sacrifice, or when you transgress once, it gets easier to do it again and again until you find 

yourself far away from God. 

The only way to get back to God, to reconcile and restore your relationship with God, and 

to get back on track, if you will, is repentance. 

A rabbi named Adin Steinsaltz wrote that “The act of repentance is, in the first place, a 

severance of the chain of cause and effect in which one transgression follows inevitably upon 

another.  Beyond this, it is an attempt to nullify and even to alter the past.”2 
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Except, we cannot alter or nullify the past.  What’s done is done, as the rich man 

discovered.  His repentance came too late, but it doesn’t have to be that way.  While we still 

breathe, it’s never too late to turn back to God and cross the chasm. 

But will God be waiting for us on the other side? 

For that, we look to Scripture.  Throughout all four Gospels, who does Jesus choose to 

hang out with?  Except for the occasional dinner with a Pharisee, Jesus is typically found in the 

company of the dispossessed crowds; the marginalized; the poor; social lepers; foreigners; the 

disabled; women; and sinners.  He tends to include everyone and not leave anyone out. 

God wouldn’t be so concerned with these people if they didn’t deserve justice and mercy.   

Luke includes the detail that Lazarus lay at the rich man’s gate.  It’s possible that he 

ended up there on his own, but it may also be true that someone put him there purposely, 

expecting the rich man to step up and help him.  To ignore suffering was socially unacceptable, 

and the rich man had the means and the motive but did nothing. 

It doesn’t matter how Lazarus acquired his sores or how he arrived at the rich man’s gate; 

it’s enough to know he deserves our empathy and God’s love. 

These days, we can imagine Lazarus’ sores as a metaphor for drug addiction or chronic 

illness; a physical disability of some sort; or PTSD; whatever it is that might put a poor person at 

a rich man’s gate.  What we need to know is that there are men and women like Lazarus 

everywhere, even if they tend to be invisible to us most of the time. 

A while ago, I was a passenger in a car driven by an attractive woman, who told me she 

always keeps small bills and spare change on hand, so she can offer it to people looking for 

handouts when she’s stopped at red lights. 

Whether they buy food or drugs or lottery tickets with this money is not my concern or 

my business.  What matters is that these people are all named Lazarus and they all have their 

own stories.  Our role is to step up and help as best we can, at least a little bit, until the light 

changes to green. 

That’s what you do when you follow the teachings of someone who rose from the dead. 

Amen. 
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