
Sermon 81: Luke 16:19-31: The Parable of the Rich Man and Lazarus 
 

OUTLINE 
 
This life 

The afterlife 
 
INTRODUCTION 

 
We are living in the imaginary world of John Lennon, ‘Imagine there’s no heaven; it’s easy if 
you try; No hell below us; above us only sky.’  Unfortunately imagination and fantasy are 

not reality, and so we are walking around deluding ourselves about the facts.  There is a 
heaven, there is a hell, we have a soul, there is an afterlife and we will face God on 
judgement day.  We live in a dream land where we deny reality, we deny the things that 

define us, we deny the destiny that inevitably lies before us.  We pretend morality is not 
universal but personal; that biological sex does not define gender but that it is a fluid state 
of mind that can be guided by choice; that God can be wiped out; that conscience is a relic 
of a former level of evolution that can be ignored; that souls are the ignorant invention of 

prescientific people, and on and on we could go.  But there are facts we can never escape, 
we must all die, and we must face the consequences of what we have done in this life.  One 
theologian described death this way, ‘death is the most democratic institution on earth…  It 

allows no discrimination, tolerates no exceptions.  The mortality rate of mankind is the same 
the world over: one death per person.’1  Benjamin Franklin said that the two things in life 
that are certain are death and taxes.  That is not technically true, people can avoid tax, but 

no one can avoid death.  We all must die, but death is not the end, we must then go on to 
reap what we have sown in this life.  It is this reality that Jesus places before us in the 
parable of the rich man and Lazarus, Luke 16:19-31.   

 
Jesus has been speaking about money.  We have had the parable of the unfaithful steward; 
Jesus has taught us about being faithful as stewards; He has warned us that we cannot love 

money and God; He has convicted the Pharisees of their hypocrisy and legalism and 
exposed how their greed has gone on under the disguise of external religion.  Now comes 
the final hammer blow in this chapter around money, we have a parable showing the final 

results of a religious but selfish life.  Jesus spoke earlier about using mammon to make 
friends for eternity 16:9, this parable shows how the rich man who was selfish has no 
friends in eternity.  The main focus of this parable is the rich man.  Lazarus does not say a 

word, but we have a lot detail around the rich man’s suffering and dialogue.  We will look at 
this parable under two headings, firstly we will look at the lots of our main characters in this 
life; and then by contrast their lot in the afterlife.   

 
This life 
 

V19, ‘“There was a rich man who was clothed in purple and fine linen and who feasted 
sumptuously every day.’  Now the question that must be answered as we begin is this one: 
is Jesus telling a parable making this a fictitious and not factual story; or is Jesus telling a 

true story of real and possibly even known events?  Those who read this in reaction to 
Liberalism will think that denying that this is a story will somehow make you a liberal.  They 
point to the fact that Lazarus is named and that this is the only parable with a named 
character making this more than parable but a true account.  For those who take v19-31 

this way all the details of the account are to be taken as literal and filling in gaps in our 

                                                             
1 Blanchard, Whatever Happened to Hell, p44. 



understanding when it comes to the afterlife.  I do not believe that this is a real story but 
rather that it is a parable.  There are many conservative scholars who are with us in this like 

John Macarthur and others.  That said many of the details point to realities so that we must 
not think that everything in this story is imaginary or fantasy.  Jesus is describing realities 
using pictures, parables illustrate reality not fantasy.   

 
One of the main reasons I see this as a parable is the way it begins, ‘there was a rich man.’  
Look down at 16:1 where Jesus begins the parable of the unjust steward, ‘there was a rich 

man.’  In other words, this is the typical way in which Jesus begins a parable.  Now you may 
have heard this parable referred to as the parable of Lazarus and Dives as if Dives was the 
Rich Man’s name, this is not the case.  Dives is merely the Latin for rich man not a name.  

But our story begins with a contrast.  We have two people on opposite ends of the 
spectrum, one super rich and one super poor.  He is described as being clothed in purple, 
this would immediately have indicated his wealth as purple dye was very expensive as it was 

laboriously gained from the shells of snails.  He also wore fine linen, this would be referring 
to his undergarments that would be worn under his robes; in other words he had designer 
underwear.  And we are told that he feasted sumptuously every day.  Every meal was a 
feast not just the special occasions.  On top of that the word for gate in v20 is not merely 

describing an entrance but the ornate and conspicuous gate of a palace or temple.  In 
clothing and housing and eating he was overflowing.  It sounds comparable to our first 
world living doesn’t it? 

 
V20-21, ‘And at his gate was laid a poor man named Lazarus, covered with sores, 21 who 
desired to be fed with what fell from the rich man’s table. Moreover, even the dogs came 

and licked his sores.’  Hardly a more pitiful picture of poverty could be painted.  The fact 
that Lazarus had to be laid at the gate indicates that he is either crippled, or starving or 
incapable of free movement.  He is described as a poor man, but this is an understatement.  

He is poor, in that he has nothing in this world, but he is also covered with sores, he is 
afflicted with some skin disease.  He is hungry and we see that he desires to be fed from 
the rich man’s table but the rich man does not feed him, even his scraps.  This tragic picture 

is crowned with the detail of dogs licking his sores.  Contrary to our present view that values 
the medicinal licking of a dog’s tongue, dogs were unclean animals, the humiliating attention 
of the dogs is not being portrayed as loyalty of a man’s best friend but something that 

would make those concerned with cleanness draw back and be unwilling to help.   
 
There is a subtext to this description, it is much like the parable of the Good Samaritan.  

Here is a man in need, he is publicly displayed at the very gate of the rich man’s house.  
The rich man could not have left his house without seeing Lazarus.  Conspicuous is the fact 
that this man who has everything will not even share his scraps with this beggar.  He is 

without compassion.  And woven into the story is a matter of uncleanness that any religious 
person would fixate upon and be fodder for their disengagement and lack of aid.  Much like 
the priest and levite in the parable of the Good Samaritan religious concerns cover up a lack 

of compassion and disobedience to the teaching of the law concerning the poor.  Compare 
this rich man’s callous heart to the teaching of the NT, 1 John 3:17-18, ‘But if anyone has 
the world’s goods and sees his brother in need, yet closes his heart against him, how does 

God’s love abide in him? 18 Little children, let us not love in word or talk but in deed and in 
truth.’  James 2:15-16, ‘If a brother or sister is poorly clothed and lacking in daily food, 
16 and one of you says to them, “Go in peace, be warmed and filled,” without giving them 
the things needed for the body, what good is that? 17 So also faith by itself, if it does not 

have works, is dead.’  One of the radical aspects of Jesus teaching is how He confronts the 
loveless greedy heart and challenges us to meet others needs with heaven in mind, with a 
motive of love, and a faith-filled abandon that seeks God’s kingdom first. 



 
Let me put my touch a nerve here for a second before moving on.  Let me address the 

convenient façade of responsible giving as a cover up for a loveless heart.  We have all 
rallied the excuse at times, when we see someone in need and they have brought the 
problem upon themselves we talk to ourselves about ‘wisdom’ about ‘responsible giving’ 

about giving a man a fish or teaching him to fish, and all that.  And certainly at times we will 
be truly concerned but at others it will be a convenient cover for a selfish, loveless greed 
that does not like to give to others.  I guess I want to remind you that Jesus was a radical 

when it came to giving, and those who followed Him gave radically.  To remind you to watch 
out for those convenient religious looking excuses that merely dress up our empty hearts.  I 
want to remind you to argue against our own so called wisdom.  Can we not risk giving to 

someone we know is abusing our generosity and still give because we seek to be present 
and have an open door to bring the gospel.  What is the equivalent to turning the other 
cheek when it comes to giving?  The basic challenge of this portion is this: are we giving of 

what we have to help others or are we only using it for ourselves?  There are many ways to 
test our present spiritual condition: what it the amount of prayer we engage in? Do we 
delight in the gospel more than our entertainments, but also, what we do with our money 
reveals a lot about our hearts.  

 
These two men are representative.  The poor man represents the person who lives by faith, 
the very name Lazarus means God helps which is short for Eleazar and speaks of a person 

who is poor in spirit and dependent upon God.  He reminds us that no matter how poor we 
are in this life we are rich in Christ and rich in salvation.  But then there is the rich man, he 
is not described as immoral, he is a Jew and was likely religious like all Jews, but he had no 

compassion.  He was a man of outward faith but no real faith.  He would have conformed to 
external religious norms but fallen short of the love the fulfils the law.  His faith was all show 
and no reality because it did not issue in generosity to the needy on his doorstep.  

Outwardly on appeared forsaken of God and unclean; and the other blessed by God and 
good.  But Christ pulls back the mask to reveal the truth.  
 

The afterlife 
 
V22, ‘The poor man died and was carried by the angels to Abraham’s side. The rich man 

also died and was buried.’  Both men die and we are taken behind the curtain of death to 
see what happens on the other side.  We are entering what theologians call ‘the 
intermediate state.’  This is that time between our individual deaths and the second coming 

of Christ.  There are two main stages that we must through, those who die before Christ 
returns.  There is the time of being a disembodied soul between the time of our death and 
Christ’s return and is temporary.  But the there is the time of eternity.  For after Christ 

returns, we will be resurrected and this will be an embodied state which will be our final 
state for all eternity.  There is a specific destiny for the Christian, they are absent from the 
body and present with the Lord, they ascend to be with Christ and God in heaven as 

disembodied spirits, as described in Rev. 6.  It is a state of bliss and peace, as Paul says to 
live is Christ but for the Christian death will be gain.  Revelation calls the death of the 
believer a first resurrection and the bodily resurrection when Christ comes again will be the 

second resurrection.  But the unbeliever has a different experience.  There is no soul sleep 
after death but like the believer an ongoing conscious existence.  This existence will be one 
of torment and not bliss.  They will be disembodied and kept in a type of prison until the of 
judgement where they will be resurrected, judged and thrown into the lake of fire with the 

devil.  The parable that we are dealing with is looking at the intermediate state not the final 
state of both the believer and the wicked.   
 



Now if that has confused you, here is something to add to the confusion.  This particular 
parable is the center of a very significant debate in Christianity.  The debate centers around 

the experience of the intermediate state of the OT state and whether Christ descended into 
hell to liberate those kept in Hades and bring them into heaven.  Here is how Christians 
have seen this verse and its support of these matters in the past.  It was believed that in the 

OT all people died and went to a common place called Sheol, the Greek Bible translated 
Sheol as Hades.  Hades was a similar place of a similar idea to Judaism and so felt to be an 
appropriate word.  Hades should be distinguished from Gehenna.  Gehenna is usually 

reserved for the final punishment of the wicked not the intermediate state.  You will see in 
v23 that we are in Hades not Gehenna.  Now according to some view Hades was the 
common destination of all dead people but there were three rooms in it.  Lower Hades was 

the place of darkness and chains where some of the fallen angels are kept for judgement, 
often associated with the abyss in Scripture.  Then you would have upper Hades which 
would have a place for the wicked and a place for saints.  It is thought that the phrase 

gathered to his fathers refers to this common resting place.  At this point many questions 
arise.  Did the OT saints go to heaven to a state of bliss or the part of Hades where saints 
are said to rest, in this parable some have referred to it as Abraham’s side/bosom?  Is this 
parable teaching us that Hades has two rooms?  Did Jesus ascend to Hades to proclaim to 

the captive angels His victory, while emptying the part of Hades where the OT saints had 
been resting and took them to heaven with Him?  I believe we can ask too many questions 
of this text and since it is clearly a parable we might to rest without clear answers to these 

questions.  Perhaps you are disturbed that we cannot answer our curiosity on these matters, 
well let me put things into perspective.  It makes no difference to the NT saint whether the 
OT saints used to wait in a part of Hades and have since been taken to heaven, this will not 

impact on our experience of death at all.  There may be question marks over the OT saints 
experience of the intermediate state but there is no question for the NT believer.  So as we 
proceed we will be seeking to treat this portion as a parable and not overly tax the detail 

allowing basic truths to be deduced without over specifying the details. 
 
V23, ‘and in Hades, being in torment, he lifted up his eyes and saw Abraham far off and 

Lazarus at his side.’  What comes after death to those who have lived in sin, who have 
rejected Christ, who have lived at ease with no regard for others?  Torment!  How far do we 
press the details of this parable?  I cannot say.  The Bible warns the wicked of death not 

simply because sin might bring it early but because of where they will go when they die.  
The NT says more about the bliss of the saint than the suffering of the unbeliever, but we 
know that there will be a conscious existence that includes torment.  The torment will no 

doubt be emotional as all desire will forever go unfulfilled and yet rage and call out for 
satisfaction; torment because one desires freedom and cannot gain it; torment because of 
actual physical affliction; torment because of the despair of our guilt, of the folly of our 

hearts as we scorned the truth when we had it, and many other things. 
 
Now whether the sufferer can literally see the saint in the afterlife is unknown, this is one of 

those details that may be fictitious.  But the rich man sees Lazarus and he is at Abraham’s 
side. 
 

V24, ‘And he called out, ‘Father Abraham, have mercy on me, and send Lazarus to dip the 
end of his finger in water and cool my tongue, for I am in anguish in this flame.’  This is the 
first of two requests from the rich man.  The man who never begged is now begging, the 
one who had all things, now has nothing, and he calls out for help.  Many have pointed out 

how this man shows no signs of repentance, he still has a low view of Lazarus and seeks for 
him to be ordered around for his own convenience. 
 



V25, ‘But Abraham said, ‘Child, remember that you in your lifetime received your good 
things, and Lazarus in like manner bad things; but now he is comforted here, and you are in 

anguish.’  How hard is must be to hear this answer when your need is so desperate.  There 
is no comfort for those in Hades, you will reap the destiny that you have sown.  If you have 
lived selfishly pretending religion but your true God was your own appetites then your 

portion will be suffering.  What we are seeing here is a dramatic reversal.  Suddenly the 
man who had the whole world has lost his soul and cannot reclaim it; and Lazarus who had 
nothing, now has more than the rich man ever had, and no one can take it from him.   

 
V26, ‘And besides all this, between us and you a great chasm has been fixed, in order that 
those who would pass from here to you may not be able, and none may cross from there to 

us.’  No comfort and no escape.  No ability to cross over from that side to the other.  Heb. 
9:27 says, ‘And just as it is appointed for man to die once, and after that comes judgment.’  
After death there is judgement, your destiny is determined by your choices in this life.  

Some think that they will repent of their sins after they die, that God will give them another 
chance after death.  This is a lie, here is the truth, either you trust in Christ now and escape 
judgement death and go to heaven when you die, or like the rich man you follow your own 
way and suffer irreversible judgement after you die.  You must decide now, you must not 

wait, there is no do-overs, no post-mortem altar calls, no tears or prayers that will be heard, 
it will be too late.  This verse sheds light on two other matters, does praying for the dead do 
anything?  No!  Does praying to the saints do anything?  No! 

 
V27-28, ‘And he said, ‘Then I beg you, father, to send him to my father’s house— 28 for I 
have five brothers—so that he may warn them, lest they also come into this place of 

torment.’  Knowing that his situation was not changeable he thinks to warn others who lived 
as he did trusting in his racial relation to Abraham, trusting in external religion that was 
loveless, trusting in his riches which made it appear as if God was blessing him.  He thinks 

of his family that live just as he did and once again tries to get Lazarus ordered around. 
 
V29, ‘But Abraham said, ‘They have Moses and the Prophets; let them hear them.’  Abraham 

answers that the word of God, the OT is enough.  The OT speaks of the promised Messiah, 
the one who will come to set people free; it speaks of a holy God who requires payment for 
sin; it speaks of God’s requirements for a holy life, and that holiness does not merely consist 

in ceremonial cleanness but in love and mercy and justice expressed in looking after the 
needy.  James summarizes it this way, ‘Religion that is pure and undefiled before God the 
Father is this: to visit orphans and widows in their affliction, and to keep oneself unstained 

from the world.’  This rich man was loveless and worldly, his faith was not real and it 
showed.   
 

V30, ‘And he said, ‘No, father Abraham, but if someone goes to them from the dead, they 
will repent.’  What will cause a person who loves his sin to repent?  This rich man did not 
heed the word of God, he knows how he ignored it, did not put its teachings into practice, 

did not take it warnings to heart and knows that his brothers have the same attitude.  So he 
argues that his brothers need to see someone resurrected from the dead in order to believe 
and repent.   

 
V31, ‘He said to him, ‘If they do not hear Moses and the Prophets, neither will they be 
convinced if someone should rise from the dead.’  Our parable ends with a powerful lesson, 
God has left a sufficient witness for Himself telling us all the truth we need to know about 

our sin, about His holiness, about final justice for every deed.  He points us to the truth of 
Christ as our Savior, of the need for faith, of the importance of repentance and how true 
faith will show itself in generosity to the needy.  The parable ends reminding us that the 



Word of God is enough, we do not need miracles in order to believe, in fact the Jews have 
seen many miracles including resurrections and have not believed.  But here is the reality, 

God has given us His word and He has resurrected Christ from the dead.  We have four 
gospels attesting to this, we have Paul speaking of over 500 people who saw the 
resurrected Christ, we have the prophecies that Jesus would do this given 1000 years before 

it happened come to pass and verify it, we see the lives of the eye witnesses given in bold 
witness and willing martyrdom because Jesus is alive.   
 

The lessons of this parable are simple.  What we do in this life counts for the next, we will 
reap what we sow, death is a door way it is not the end.  Those who trust in Jesus Christ 
and are poor in spirit, who come to God for His free mercy, they will be saved; but those 

who reject Christ and His offer of salvation will be punished.  We cannot trust in external 
religion, we must put away our self-righteousness and see what God truly requires of us, we 
must trust in Christ and we must be generous to the needy.  If you die today, do you know 

where you will go, to the place of bliss or the place of torment, the choice is before you, 
choose now, because once you die it will be too late.                        


