
THE EPISCOPAL DIOCESE OF WEST TEXAS 

Proclaiming the Kingdom: Parables of Luke 

A Biblical Study 

 
Luke 16:19-31 The Shortest Distance, the Widest Gap 

In Week One, when we were talking about what a parable is, we stressed the fact that parables 
are told toward particular hearers--including ourselves as the most recent disciples of Jesus. 
Parables are Jesus’ way of transforming the mindset of his hearers, of leading them to adopt a 
kind of God’s-eye view of the world. This change of view is the very foundation for becoming a 
faithful disciple of Jesus. 

The exact context for Jesus’ telling of the parable of the rich man and Lazarus is unclear. It 
appears that there is a crowd of people around Jesus, listening to a series of his teachings, and 
they listen in while Jesus speaks to his disciples about issues concerning money and power, 
ending with the stark statement, “No slave can serve two masters; for a slave will either hate the 
one and love the other, or be devoted to the one and despise the other. You cannot serve both 
God and wealth (Luke 16:13).” 

Pay close attention to what Jesus is saying here. Only God is God. Only God deserves our 
devotion. Wealth is not a god, to be served. Rather, wealth is a means for honoring God, by 
placing one’s wealth (however large or small) in the service of God’s will for the flourishing 
of all. This teaching undergirds the parable of the rich man and Lazarus. 

Then we read, “The Pharisees, who were lovers of money, heard all this, and they 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 human beings is an abomination in the sight of God 
(Luke 16:14-15). 

Jesus often criticizes the Pharisees, but there are few Christians who understand the point of 
Jesus’ criticism. The Pharisees of Jesus’ time had the view that the most effective way to oppose 
Roman injustice and stand up for the ways of God in the midst of Roman rule was to hold 
ordinary people accountable to a standard of holiness similar to that of the priests in the 
Jerusalem Temple. They felt that if the people of Israel were keeping such a high standard of 
holiness, God would be drawn to intercede on their behalf against Rome. It was from this 
conviction that they encouraged people to exceed the demands of the Torah in regard to the 
washing of foods and vessels and hands and such. But Jesus criticizes the Pharisees and their 
followers for not risking themselves by standing up for the larger demands of the Torah: the 
demand for justice and mercy, the demand of faithfulness to God’s equal regard for all 
people. 

From the point of view of Jesus and his followers, the Pharisees, Sadducees, Scribes, and other 
people associated with the Jewish leadership put their own comfort and social standing above 
their commitment to God’s standards of justice. In other words, washing hands is easy; serving 
our neighbor wisely and well can be difficult. From the Pharisees’ point of view, keeping God’s 
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standards of justice would have made them social outcasts, cost them their jobs, or possibly 
even endangered their lives. I am making this point clear not so that we can distance 
ourselves from the Pharisees, Sadducees, and scribes, but so that we can relate to their 
concerns. Like people who make a god of money, we can all too easily make a god of our own 
safety and security, a god of our social station, a god of having a good reputation, a god of 
being responsible for material things—while the things of God take second place. Very few 
people in Jesus’ day had the same courage that he had. Very few people in our day show the 
courage that Jesus did, throwing themselves wholly into the stream of God’s mercy and justice. 
 
 
Luke 16:19-31, Lazarus and the Rich Man 
 

[Jesus told this parable:] “There was a rich man who was dressed in purple and 
fine linen and who feasted sumptuously every day. 

And 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 come and lick his sores. 

 
The poor man died and was carried away by the angels to be with 

Abraham. 
The rich man also died and was buried. 
 
In Hades, where he was being tormented, he looked up and saw 

Abraham far away with Lazarus by his side. He called out, ‘Father Abraham, 
have mercy on me, and send Lazarus to dip the tip of his finger in water and cool 
my tongue; for I am in agony in these flames.’ 

But Abraham said, ‘Child, remember that during your lifetime you 
received your good things, and Lazarus in like manner evil things; but now he is 
comforted here, and you are in agony. Besides all this, between you and us a 
great chasm has been fixed, so that those who might want to pass from here to 
you cannot do so, and no one can cross from there to us.’ 

 
He said, ‘Then, father, I beg you to send him to my father’s house—for I 

have five brothers—that he may warn them, so that they will not also come into 
this place of torment.’  

Abraham replied, ‘They have Moses and the prophets; they should listen 
to them.’ 

He said, ‘No, father Abraham; but if someone goes to them from the 
dead, they will repent.’ 

He said to him, ‘If they do not listen to Moses and the prophets, neither 
will they be convinced even if someone rises from the dead.’” 

 
 
The Stage is Set for Compassion 
 

Settings: There are two scenes in the parable of Lazarus and the rich man: the gateway 
to the rich man’s house and the realm of the afterlife, where the rich man is in Hades 
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and the poor man is nestled close to Abraham. The tension of the story is conveyed by 
the stark contrast between these two settings. The first setting has no heavenly guide to 
explain the importance of the rich man’s neglect of Lazarus. In the second scene, 
Abraham explains what has occurred, but it is too late. In the first scene, Lazarus and the 
rich man are within touching distance of each other; in the second scene, an uncrossable 
chasm lies between them. 
 
How could the rich man have known what was at stake while he was alive? How can he 
warn the people he cares about, so that they do not come to the same end that he has? 
Abraham tells him that he could have heeded the Torah and the prophets, which would 
have given him the guidance he needed to make good decisions. Notice that at the end 
of the story there is complete consistency between the message of Jesus (the one who has 
risen from the dead) and the message of the Torah and the prophets. Again, I want to 
emphasize the fact that Jesus does not refute the teaching of the Jewish leaders; he 
criticizes their lack of follow-through in how they live their lives and relate to their 
neighbors. 
 
Plot: The plot of the story is shaped by the complete reversal of fortunes that takes place 
between the first and second scenes. If at the beginning of the parable you imagine the 
rich man stepping over the body of Lazarus every day when he goes in and out of his 
gate, then you can feel the moral tension that mounts between the first half and the 
second half. Every day that the two men were alive, God was presenting the possibility 
that the rich man might stop and show compassion to Lazarus. In effect, this parable 
asks the hearer to imagine how the plot could have unfolded differently. It ends 
tragically, because the decisions the rich man made while he was alive have prevented a 
happy ending. 
 
Characters: In a very few words, Jesus sketches some unforgettable characters. The rich 
man is described by all the trappings of his social station: the expensive purple dye 
reserved for people of the upper classes, pristine linen, sumptuous meals. The poor man, 
by contrast, is clothed only in his sores. In first-century Judea dogs were more likely to 
be seen as a nuisance than a pet, yet in this story the dogs show more compassion than 
the rich man, as they move toward the suffering body of Lazarus. 
 
When the scene moves to the afterlife, the rich man still thinks that Lazarus is someone 
he might order to bring him some water. But notice the calm and compassion in 
Abraham’s tone as he proceeds to explain what has happened. He seems to say, “Yes, 
this is regrettable, but you brought it upon yourself.” 
 
Note that of the two principal characters only Lazarus has a name, and his name means, 
“God is my helper.” The story is subtly told from a God’s-eye view, expressing the 
poignancy and intensity of God’s concern for people who have been born or thrust into 
situations of extreme poverty and suffering. Sometimes when we have taught this story 
in American congregations, people have said, “But Lazarus didn’t have to do anything 
to earn his place in heaven, while the rich man did. That’s not fair!” What does that very 
fact tell us about God’s mercy and God’s justice? Within the parable, who had choices to 
make, and who did not? 
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For Reflection 
 

How does the parable change when you read it from the rich man’s point of view, and 
then from Lazarus’ point of view? What does each character learn by the scene in the 
afterlife? Have there been times in your life when you have been like one or the other of 
these characters? What did you learn about God from your experience? 
 
In the management of your own finances, how do you know when being careful or 
responsible has slipped over into making money your god? How do you correct your 
course when you notice that you are off-track? 
 
One of the most obvious ways in which this parable speaks to its hearers is to make us 
ask ourselves, “Who is on my doorstep?” Who in your neighborhood is most obviously 
suffering? How can you move from ignoring the suffering to paying attention to it? 
 
Sometimes, a faithful response to a situation requires more than just a one-time handout 
or other gesture of concern. What larger-scale issue is affecting your neighbors? What 
might you have to learn more about, in order to address their need? Whose help might 
you need? Sometimes, Christians are discouraged when they do not immediately 
succeed in addressing a need, even though we know that most significant endeavors 
require learning, practice, failure, self-criticism, correction, humor, new approaches, 
growth…. For what kind of service to your neighbor might you be willing to offer 
yourself with this much intention? 
 
No one in Jesus’ time was living in a true democracy as we know it. How might our 
governmental structure help us to serve our most vulnerable neighbors? How might our 
governmental structure stand in the way of service to our most vulnerable neighbors? 
What are our responsibilities as both Christians and citizens? Is one more important 
than the other? 
 
The parable ends with Abraham’s statement, “If they do not listen to Moses and the 
prophets, neither will they be convinced even if someone rises from the dead.” When we 
listen to the Gospels, we are listening to the teaching of one who has risen from the 
dead. Does that startling fact cause you to take this parable more seriously? Why or why 
not? 

 


