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Luke 16:19-31 

The Lazarus Divide 

WRCoB 3.30.25 

 

Jesus began His ministry declaring that 

The Spirit of the Lord was upon Him  

To bring good news not just to the spiritually poor 

But to the economically poor (Luke 4:18).  

 

That being the case, Jesus didn't just come to save souls;  

He came to save lives. 

 

Pope Francis says that Jesus' message 

Included a social dimension  

 

"Poverty is precisely at the heart of the Gospel."  

 

From an article in CNN 

By Jay Perini of Middlebury College entitled 

 What Jesus Knew About Income Equality  

 

That wealth and power are dangerous for mental health, 

spiritual condition, and society, especially when it contributes 

to the neglect of the poor. 

~~ 

Reading through the Gospels 

It’s pretty clear Jesus has a lot to say  

Concerning the dangers of wealth.  

 

Maybe no more clearly stated than in today’s passage 

 Known as the Rich Man and Lazarus. 
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Its lesson a warning that the PURSUIT of wealth 

 Leads to ultimate misery and despair. 

~~ 

The rich man in our story is nameless. 

 

He represents excessive opulence and miserliness.  

 

He wore expensive purple cloth—dyed from snails 

 And linen underwear 

And feasted daily, like it was Thanksgiving  

While others around him lacked basic needs. 

~~ 

We do know the name of the man on the doorstep: Lazarus 

The only named character in Jesus’ parables.  

 

I wonder why Jesus named him? 

 

Maybe he knew the man  

 Or maybe he used the name to make it more personal 

  Or maybe because the name means God is my help 

 

The interesting thing about Lazarus’ name  

Is not only that we know it 

But that the rich man knew it too.  

 

He knew Lazarus, his name, who he was. 

 

He was the very one who lay at his doorstep  

Covered in sores looking for a handout 

 

Lazarus lay at the doorstep of the richest man in town 

But no one in the house cared.  
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Instead of offering food, water, or medical care, 

They chose to step over him 

 And let the dogs lick his sores  

~~ 

Even though the rich man knew Lazarus 

He would NOT acknowledge his existence. 

 

EVEN in death, the rich man wouldn’t speak directly to him. 

 

Instead he told Abraham to send for him 

 Like a master to his servant. 

 

EVEN in death, the rich man wouldn’t stoop so low 

 As to call out to him personally 

~~ 

The socioeconomic chasm between the two is clear.  

 

They lived in two different worlds 

 And in death they continued that way. 

 

Lazarus lived in suffering poverty until he died  

And then was gently carried away by angels.  

 

The rich man died and was buried 

Along with his purple cloth and linen underwear 

In a lavish burial ceremony. 

 

And strangely they meet in the afterlife.  

 

In the story  

Heaven and hell are within eyesight of each other.  

With a huge chasm separating the two.  
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Lazarus is comforted by Father Abraham in a heavenly place  

While the rich man suffers the tortures of hell. 

 

The great eternal reversal becomes evident.  

 

The first SHALL be last, the last SHALL be first.  

 

The rich man begs for mercy  

That in life he denied Lazarus.  

 

He realizes that this is his eternal reward  

For the lifestyle he chose to live on earth  

 

And so, he pleads with Abraham  

To send someone to warn his still-living brothers. 

 

But Abraham refuses. 

 

They should listen to Moses and the prophets.  

 

But the rich man insists. 

 

They would surely listen  

If someone came back from the dead to warn them.  

 

Luke 16:31 CEB 

Abraham said, ‘If they don’t listen to Moses and the 

Prophets, then neither will they be persuaded if 

someone rises from the dead.’” 

 

Hmmm, an interesting comment isn’t it? 

Jesus, interjects his own upcoming death  

And resurrection would be rejected. 
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If there ever was a more sobering warning  

Against the love of money in the Bible 

I don’t know where it is.  

 

And yet, what have we learned in 2000 years? 

 

During Jesus’ time, as now, there was wealth disparity. 

 

Historians Walter Scheidel and Steven Friesen  

Wanted to know just how great. 

 

They studied papyri ledgers 

Previous scholarly estimates, imperial edicts 

And Biblical passages.  

 

The results were posted in the website, Radical Discipleship  

 

They estimate that the top 1 percent of Roman society 

Controlled 16 percent of the wealth. 

 

Now, if Jesus took issue with wealth disparity back then 

What do you think Jesus feels about it today? 

 

In Jesus’ day, 1 percent of the population  

Held 16 percent of the wealth.  

 

As of 2023, data from the Federal Reserve 

Shows that the top 1% of American households  

Held approximately 30.0% of the nation's net 

 

While the bottom 50% held just 2.6% of the country's wealth. 

 

And so, the question is: 
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Despite the fact that so many want to be in that top 1% 

 Are the 1% truly happier than the bottom 50%? 

 

In a study in the Journal of Experimental Psychology, 

 Three Canadian neuroscientists suggest not.  

 

Being rich and powerful actually makes you less happy and 

even worse, unable to sympathize with the poor.  

They find that the rich and powerful among us show less 

brain activity in that region of the brain where human 

sympathy is excited. 

 

These findings shed light on our story today. 

 

The fact of the matter is 

The rich man’s inability to be sympathetic  

Was likely a symptom his extreme wealth!  

 

It reminds me of a statement said this past week 

 By the richest man in the world. 

 

The fundamental weakness of Western civilization is 

empathy 

~~ 

On the other hand, the same study shows  

Poorer folks are more sympathetic and generous.  

 

Well, we Halloween Trick-or-Treaters knew that.  

 

You don’t go to the fancy rich houses  

For generous handouts 

You go to the poorer neighborhoods! 
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Jesus spoke many times of the dangers of wealth. 

 

Though he admits income inequities will always be with us. 

 

Matthew 26:11 NRSV For you always have the poor 

among you. 

 

But that doesn’t mean we shouldn’t do everything we can  

To alleviate poverty on our own doorsteps 

 And throughout the world 

 

Jesus also knew wealth can damage a person’s soul.  

 

Matthew 19:23-24 NRSV Truly I tell you; it will be hard 

for a rich person to enter the kingdom of heaven. Again I 

tell you, it is easier for a camel to go through the eye of 

a needle than for someone who is rich to enter the 

kingdom of God. 

 

The Apostle Paul chimes in on the subject in 1 Timothy 6:10.  

 

1 Timothy 6:10 NRSV For the love of money is a root of 

all kinds of evil, and in their eagerness to be rich some 

have wandered away from the faith and pierced 

themselves with many pains. 

 

It’s no wonder then that when a rich man went to Jesus  

Asking him what he must do to inherit eternal life  

 

Jesus suggested for him to give up all his possessions, 

Give them to the poor, and follow him.  

 

I am sure he had excuses why he needed his wealth 
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But for whatever the reason, he grieved so 

Because he could not/would not do it. 

~~ 

Let’s admit that wealth is a complex issue.  

 

Hard work and innovation can contribute  

To financial success 

And wealth can drive economic growth.  

 

Many who are wealthy worked hard for it 

 And many are quite generous with their wealth. 

 

However, access to opportunities is not always equal.  

 

While hard work is certainly important 

It’s not always enough. 

 

Systemic barriers, such as discrimination  

And lack of access to quality education 

 

Can make it harder for some people to escape poverty  

No matter how hard they work. 

 

Ultimately, we are called to be compassionate  

And generous  

Regardless of our circumstances. 

 

Moreover, a relentless pursuit of wealth 

 Can come at the expense of our values 

Our relationships, and our concern for others. 

 

To be sure, it is possible to be wealthy and generous. 
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But the teachings of Jesus challenge us 

To examine our priorities 

 

And to ensure that our wealth is used in ways  

That honor God and serve our neighbors. 

~~ 

So, what do we do?  

 

• Give generously and strategically: Support local 

charities that address the root causes of poverty and 

inequality.  

• Practice simple living: Examine our own 

consumption habits and seek to live more sustainably 

and intentionally.  

• Advocate for justice: Support policies that promote 

economic fairness. Contact your elected officials and 

let them know that you care about these issues. 

• Volunteer your time: Get involved in local 

organizations that serve the poor and marginalized.  

• Listen to those who are marginalized:  Actively 

seek out and listen to those who are struggling with 

poverty and inequality.  

• Help the elderly: Provide for them and make them 

feel that they are not forgotten. 

 

Let us remember Lazarus.  

 

Let us act justly.  

Let us love mercy.  

Let us walk humbly with our God and our neighbor.  
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And when we, as a community of faith, do this  

Lifting each other up and working together for justice  

We bring hope to those less fortunate  

 

And catch a glimpse of the Kingdom of God. 


