
The Rich Man and Lazarus 

Luke 16: 19 – 31 

The passage today is a story of hope, although it might not seem like it at first. It is important to 
note that Jesus is speaking with the Pharisees. 

The Pharisees in the bible formed the largest and most influential religious – political party in 
New Testament times. They frequently clashed with Jesus over his interpretation of the Law.  

They are depicted in the Gospels as antagonists or opponents of Jesus and of the early 
Christians.  

The name “Pharisee” means “separated one”.  The pharisees separated themselves from 
society to study and teach the law, but they also separated themselves from the common 
people because they considered them to be religiously unclean.  

The Pharisees were accurate and detail-oriented in matters pertaining to the law of Moses 
(Matthew 9:14, 23:15; Luke 11:39, 18:12) but while they were sound in their professions their 
system of religion was more about outward form than genuine faith.  

While they were generally respected because of their piety, Jesus saw right through them. In a 
scathing rebuke of the Pharisees (Matthew 23, Luke 11) Jesus called them hypocrites and 
exposed their sins  He compared them to “whitewashed tombs, beautiful on the outside, but 
filled with dead men’s bones and uncleanliness”.  

They could not bear the truth of Christ’s teachings.  

The Rich Man and Lazarus 

This parable is a continuation of a conversation Jesus is having with the Pharisees.  In the 
previous verses, (Luke 16: 13 – 15) he is explaining to them that no slave can serve two masters; 
that a slave will either hate one and love the other or be devoted to one and despise the other.  
You (we) cannot serve both God and wealth. The Pharisees, who were lovers of money, 
ridiculed him.  So he said to them: You are those who justify yourselves in the sight of others; 
but God knows your hearts; for what is prized by humans is an abomination in the sight of God.  

This parable grows out of the reaction of the Pharisees to Jesus’ story of the dishonest steward. 
We must love God and use money instead of using God and loving money, as these Pharisees 
were doing.  They mocked Jesus; to answer their scoffing he tells the story of the Rich Man and 
Lazarus.  

There was a rich man who was clothed in purple and fine linen and who feasted sumptuously 
every day. 

The rich man doesn’t have a name. He was characterized by the externals of life; the colour 
purple denotes wealth; the dye would be difficult and expensive to come by. The fine linen as 



well would only be available to royalty or the very wealthy. The combination of the two was a 
signal of status.  

He feasted sumptuously every day.  I think of images I’ve seen of Henry VIII – hugely obese and 
pallid. The rich man didn’t just feast on special occasions, but every day.  

He strove after no higher purpose in life than to use his riches in selfishness and ostentation, for 
worldly pleasure. He lived a hollow, shallow life, concerned only with the love of display and the 
desire for self-indulgence. 

At his gate lay a poor man named Lazarus, covered with sores, who longed to satisfy his hunger 
with what fell from the rich man’s table; even the dogs would lick his sores. 

It is significant that the beggar has a name: Lazarus. Lazarus means “God is my helper” or “God 
has helped”. This was intended to suggest that Lazarus was a godly man. 

The gate by which Lazarus lay would have been huge and heavy to keep others out. Jesus’ 
description of the beggar indicates that he is indeed destitute – lame, diseased, vulnerable, and 
alone.  Defenseless. He is the poorest of the poor, and yet he has faith in God.  

He longed to satisfy his hunger with what fell from the rich man’s table.  

At that time cutlery or napkins were not in use; rather, food was eaten with the fingers. The 
rich would have used the crusts of bread to wipe off the grease, which would then be flung 
onto the floor.  Lazarus didn’t even get those.  

The rich man left him there, hungry and unaided. He seemed to have no open eye or 
sympathetic heart for the needs and suffering of others.  

By this point in the parable, I am beginning to feel uncomfortable; for I can recognize myself in 
the characters of this story. In the right circumstances, I have been the Pharisees. For I too, can 
be stubborn in my thinking, not wanting to hear the truth.  When I follow the teachings of 
Jesus, or the lessons of Moses I am also Lazarus.  And although my lifestyle is not ostentatious, 
by worldly standards, I too am wealthy.  I have a home, I have food in my pantry, I have a 
vehicle to take me where I want to go.  And I can stay behind my “gate” and not see the plight 
of others. I believe it is Jesus’ intent for the Pharisees (and us) to squirm a little.   

And it came to pass that the beggar died, and that he was carried away by the angels into 
Abraham’s bosom.  

There would have been no funeral for the beggar; there was nothing said of a burial. His body, 
like those of other beggars, would have been thrown out on the city dump, outside the city 
walls.  



However, his soul was carried by the angels and he was cherished and comforted in ways he 
never experienced during his life on earth.  “Abraham’s bosom” is a Jewish idiom meaning 
paradise.  

…and the rich man also died and was buried… That his body was buried indicated there would 
have been a large and magnificent funeral. In death, as in life, the rich man displayed his status. 

Jesus has created a vivid image for us of extreme wealth and extreme poverty. Let’s also notice 
how he uses metaphor to help us go more deeply into the meaning of the story. 

The rich man found himself in torment. He saw Abraham far away with Lazarus by his side; but 
there is a great chasm between hades and paradise. He called out for Father Abraham to have 
mercy, to have Lazarus now help him relieve his torment. He called “Father Abraham, have pity 
on me and send Lazarus to dip the tip of his hand in water and cool my tongue, because I am in 
agony in this fire.” 

In Abraham’s response he refers to him as “Child”. He does not deny that the once rich man is 
his descendent, but that fact does not change his destiny.  Abraham reminds him that Lazarus 
does not work for him, that his days of luxury are over. Lazarus is now being comforted, and 
besides there is a great chasm that separates the place of blessing from the place of desolation. 
No one can cross over.  

The man then asks that Lazarus be sent back to his five brothers to warn them. He did not want 
them to end up like him. But Abraham says, “They have Moses and the Prophets. Let them 
listen to them. It is all there in the bible. They have already been warned.” 

“No Father Abraham, if someone from the dead goes to them they will repent.” 

“If they don’t listen to Moses and the Prophets, they will not be convinced if someone rises 
from the dead.” 

The rich man is in torment (hades, hell) not because he was rich, but because he refused to 
heed Moses and the Prophets. His self-centered, self-indulgent life is a reflection of that refusal.  

Lazarus is not in paradise for compensation for his life of misery on earth, but because he 
believed Moses and the Prophets; he believed God to be his helper and trusted in God.  

I hope we see the love of Jesus in this passage. Jesus did not tell this story because he dislikes 
the Pharisees; he loves them. We are not meant to be kept squirming in our discomfort and 
guilt.  

The point of this story is that you and I are the five brothers left behind.  

We live in a time of grace with abundant opportunities to make a loving choice. We have the 
Scriptures to guide us. During his lifetime the rich man had opportunities to love and care 
sitting right outside his gate.  



The gate between us, God, and others in this life can be moved, and must be moved by us. 

May it be so. Amen.  


