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Pentecost 19C – Luke 16: 19-31 

 Today we encounter yet another parable of Jesus…..another parable that makes most 

church goers in North America uneasy.  It makes most church goers in North America uneasy 

because it seems to chastise the rich….because it seems to say that having a lot of money is a bad 

thing.  People with money tend to dislike parables like this one because they work hard to take 

care of their families and their loved ones.  And when they come to church or open up their 

Bibles to hear the gospel, they are made to feel guilty for it.  In today’s parable they hear that the 

rich man has gone to Hades….. “no surprise there” they say.     

 Let’s take a closer look at our parable for today.  First, note how Jesus makes the roles of 

the “rich man” and “the poor man” very obvious.  The rich man is clothed in purple and fine 

linen.  Purple was a color reserved for people of wealth and royalty.  The poor man, in contrast, 

is covered in sores.  We are told that the rich man feasted sumptuously every day while the poor 

man dreamed of satisfying his hunger with what fell from the rich man’s table.  So far, as Jesus 

sets up the parable, nothing is very surprising.  So far, there is nothing of any real value in this 

parable and you may be wondering, where is the “hidden” meaning that Jesus wants us to make 

note of?  More on that later.           

 When I was in seminary we had to write a story that had two endings to it.  We had to 

write it in such a way that the same story had both a sad ending and a happy ending to it.  It was 

an interesting assignment to do, but not so for one of my classmates.  He had an easy enough 

time writing the “sad” ending, but struggled when it came to the “happy” ending.  I think most 

people would find the opposite…..that it would easier to write the happy ending.  My classmate 

also assumed it would be easier to write the happy ending, but when it came down it, he really 

had a hard time with it.  So much so in fact that when we received the graded papers back from 
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the professor, his mark was lower than the rest.  Thankfully though, the professor said that he 

would re-grade the paper if my classmate would re-write the ending.  So, at least there was a 

happy ending for him as far as his mark went.         

 When it comes to understanding the parables of Jesus there is something that is very 

important to remember.  Parables are not predictions…..they don’t say, “this will happen to you 

if you don’t heed the message.”  So what do we make of today’s parable?  Another teaching 

from Jesus about the rich and the poor.  Taking care of the poor is a common teaching from 

Jesus, one that we have all heard before.  But as often as we may or may not have heard this 

message, as far as riches go, please know that money is not evil or dangerous in itself.  The 

danger comes in what we do with money or what it does to us.  When money makes us 

complacent about the suffering of others, it has done its damage.      

 When Jesus told this parable his listeners would have been shocked to hear it.  You see, 

they believed that riches were a sign of God’s approval and reward.  They also believed that 

sickness and poverty were God’s punishment or curse.  Even though these thoughts are not so 

universally accepted in our culture they can still easily be found.  For some, wealth is still seen as 

reward or payment for the virtues of hard work.  Conversely, we often feel that people who are 

poor lack drive, that they are idle rather than industrious, that they have made their own bed to 

lie in.              

  I heard a televangelist just a few days ago claiming that material prosperity is a sign of 

God’s blessing on those who obey moral law.  I turned the channel shortly after I heard this.  

You hear this same belief now and then with the comment, “I don’t deserve this hardship, I’ve 

been a good Christian.”  There is a danger in believing the message of the world around us that, 

“God helps those who help themselves”…..a message many people falsely believe is scriptural.  
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The danger is that we will choose to ignore Jesus’ message that God helps those who cannot help 

themselves.             

 The question still troubles us….. “is it a sin to be comfortable and to have nice things?  

Was that the sin of the rich man in the parable?”  The answer is “no.”  The rich man’s problem 

was that he was so absorbed in his life of luxury that he became blind to other things around him.  

He only saw that which fed his luxury.  Yes he noticed Lazarus at his gate, but he didn’t really 

see him…..he had no compassion for him.  The rich man could not see beyond himself and his 

wants.  His problem was that he believed that his possessions and his lifestyle gave him his 

identity.   And so we here today have a hard time looking at the Lazarus’ in our midst in the 

eyes…..not because we notice how different they are from us, but because we notice just how 

similar they are…..how familiar they are, knowing deep down in our hearts that they are children 

of God too.              

 Speaking of the rich man’s identity, notice that in the parable, Jesus gives only the poor 

man a name.  The rich man’s given name is not mentioned at all.  This would have been 

shocking for the people of Jesus’ day to hear…..a reversal of what they were used to.  Further to 

this surprise was the fact that the name “Lazarus” means “God helps.”  At the CEO Sleep out for 

Homelessness a week and half ago, our guest presenter was a young aboriginal man named 

Michael Champagne.  He is well known for his work with the youth in Winnipeg’s North End 

and downtown areas.  As he gave his talk to all the CEO’s gathered there he consistently referred 

to the people who struggled with homelessness and other issues on the street as “our relatives.”  

Champagne gave them an identity…..he referred to them as people who have names and this is 

exactly what Jesus does in our parable.         

 If we take all of our money and all of our possessions out of the equation what do we 
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have left?  We are then people who have the same needs and desires.  We would then all have the need 

to be fed, we would all have the need to be loved, we would all have the need for companionship and we 

would all be “relatives” because we would all be children of God.  We would share in those most basic of 

desires, things which money cannot buy.          

 But this is not the way our world is today…..due to circumstance, there is a clear disparity 

between the rich and the poor.  It is clear that Jesus has deep compassion for the poor but he is also 

concerned for the rich.  This is why there is a warning in our parable for today…..a reminder to not be 

complacent and to not be blinded by our riches.  Yes, there is a danger of complacency in our world today 

just as there was when Jesus first told this parable.  That is why we need to hear this teaching over and 

over, so that the message of our world won’t be the only one that we hear.  It is no accident that the 

message to remember the poor ones among us is so consistent throughout scripture.     

 That is why I think the focus shouldn’t be on the rich man or Lazarus.  I think the focus for us 

today should be on the rich man’s five brothers who were still living on earth.  The rich man pleads for 

them to be warned so that they won’t share his fate.  This group of brothers is us…..they are you and I.  

We are still here and living on this earth and we have the power to do great things in the name of Jesus.  

After all the body of Christ does not have people who sit at table and others who sit under it.  The body of 

Christ is not made up of some who are valued and others who are not.  The church sets one common table 

for all people…..a table where everyone is welcome to come and eat…..a table that has a cup from which 

we can all drink.            

 Lazarus is still at our gates.  He is still there on our streets longing to be fed…..longing to be 

cared for, and we the brothers and sisters of the rich man have the ability and the means to bridge the 

chasm that separates him from us.  We have the ability to re-write the ending of this parable.  We have the 

opportunity to re-write an ending that is happy rather than sad.  This parable is not a completed story…..it 

is still alive and it still has meaning for us here today…..the ending can still yet be changed.  Thanks be to 

God.  Amen.          


