
1

Distance 

[Luke 16:19-31]


INTRO:


The distance between the rich and poor, the gap, has always been wide. 

But it seems that these days the gap is growing even wider. We will look at 

another parable this week, the parable of the rich man and Lazarus. Jesus 

focuses our attention on that gap and what we should do about it as his 

followers.


ME:


I see them everyday. Usually near a stoplight. People experiencing home-

lessness with a cardboard sign begging for help. Usually ending with “God 

bless you.” Like a reflex, I look away as I drive by. I wonder if giving them 

some money is really helping them. They’ll still be without a home tomor-

row. They will still show up for their full time job . . . holding a sign blessing 

everyone who passes by. It's been years, maybe decades since I've given 

some spare change or a bill or two to one of these people. I feel a little 

guilty as I drive by them, looking beyond them, as I crank up the tunes and 

the AC.


WE:
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It's a problem we all see, but what can we do about it? How is our 

clanging generosity going too help them beyond the next fix, the next 

meal, or the next drink they use it to buy? It is so frustrating! As people 

who have received so much from Jesus, we want to help others, but we 

are not sure the best way to do that. Let’s pray together and then see the 

story Jesus has for us this morning:


Pray...

GOD:


 19  “There was a certain rich man who clothed 
himself in purple and fine linen, and who feasted 
luxuriously every day. 20  At his gate lay a certain 
poor man named Lazarus who was covered with 
sores. 21 Lazarus longed to eat the crumbs that fell 
from the rich man’s table. Instead, dogs would come 
and lick his sores. 22 “The poor man died and was 
carried by angels to Abraham’s side. The rich man 
also died and was buried. 23 While being tormented 
in the place of the dead, he looked up and saw 
Abraham at a distance with Lazarus at his side. 
24 He shouted, ‘Father Abraham, have mercy on me. 
Send Lazarus to dip the tip of his finger in water and 
cool my tongue, because I’m suffering in this flame.’ 
25 But Abraham said, ‘Child, remember that during 
your lifetime you received good things, whereas 
Lazarus received terrible things. Now Lazarus is 
being comforted and you are in great pain. 
26  Moreover, a great crevasse has been fixed 
between us and you. Those who wish to cross over 
from here to you cannot. Neither can anyone cross 
from there to us.’ 27 “The rich man said, ‘Then I beg 
you, Father, send Lazarus to my father’s house. 28  I 
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have five brothers. He needs to warn them so that 
they don’t come to this place of agony.’ 29 Abraham 
replied, ‘They have Moses and the Prophets. They 
must listen to them.’ 30  The rich man said, ‘No, 
Father Abraham! But if someone from the dead goes 
to them, they will change their hearts and lives.’ 
31 Abraham said, ‘If they don’t listen to Moses and 
the Prophets, then neither will they be persuaded if 
someone rises from the dead.’ ” 

YOU:


This is a story of rehearsal. Many of Jesus' parables are. Somebody low is 

going up; somebody high is being brought down. Is this parable good 

news or is to bad news? That depends on where you are standing when 

you get the news!


It seems in life that those on the top stay on the top and enjoy all that life 

has to offer. Those on the bottom have a difficult time just getting by. This 

is the status quo that Jesus says becomes unsettled in God’s Kingdom.


Maybe we should stick to the business of saving souls and stay out of poli-

tics and economics. But this parable would disagree! It is about economics 

and justice and about the great distance between the rich and the poor. 

Jesus paints the picture in sharp and jabbing ways with this parable! We 

can see and almost feel the sores on the poor man’s body as we look in 

the distance and see the gravy dripping off the wealthy man’s chin and on 

to his fancy clothes as he eats too much.
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Last week Jesus said that you cannot serve God and wealth. We saw that 

the pharisees were lovers of money who sneered at Jesus when he said 

this about God and wealth. With this context in mind, we could interpret 

this parable as not against wealth, but against loving wealth. 


This parable seems a bit more radical than that, though. It blatantly shows 

the distance between the rich and the poor. The version we read from this 

morning used the word “crevasse,” which is a strange word. It means a 

deep, open crack, a distance. 


Riches can create a great distance between the poor and the rich, when 

the rich are no longer moved with compassion toward those suffering out-

side their gates. The rich man could have made a huge difference in the 

poor man’s life, but he did not. This was Lazarus, a real person who could 

be seen every day when the rich man looked out his window. This was a 

real opportunity — and one for which he would be held responsible. How 

could anyone close his eyes or his heart to such an obvious need? 

Perhaps the rich man lived with the curtains pulled shut so he could pro-

tect himself from the sight outside. Or maybe he turned away like I do as I 

see those people behind the cardboard signs.


The time came when the beggar died, and the angels carried him to Abra-

ham’s side. The rich man also died and was buried. The distance that had 

been created by the rich man’s lack of response to Lazarus would now be-
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gin to widen. Before, he was the one who lived with advantage, but now 

his riches could not buy him any advantage. It was the beggar man who 

would gain true riches. When the beggar died, he was carried by angels to 

the side of Abraham. When the rich man died, he was carried by mourners 

to the cemetery and was buried. The rich man lived for physical pleasure, 

and when his time came there was nothing more to say than that he was 

buried. It was the end. The poor man, however, had lived in the spiritual di-

mension, and when his time came he was carried into heaven. No doubt 

he was also buried but it was not viewed as the end, just a change.


The rich man found himself in hell, where he was in torment.


Early in the ministry of evangelist Vance Havner, he was 
pastor a country church where he preached a sermon on 
hell. A member didn’t like the subject and told the 
Reverend Havner that he should “Preach about the 
meek and lowly Jesus.” Havner replied, “That’s where 
I got my information about hell.”

The distance between the two men was vast, but the rich man looked up 

and saw Abraham far away, with Lazarus right by his side. The rich man 

knew Abraham and he recognized Lazarus. Abraham was an icon of the 

Jewish faith. And there, right next to Abraham, was the beggar he had tried 

to shut out of his sight. Lazarus, who had been ignored by the masses, 

was talking things over with Abraham.
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The rich man called for Abraham to have pity on him and “send Lazarus 

to dip the tip of his finger in water and cool my tongue, because I am 

in agony in this fire.” The person of privilege now cried for pity. Hell had 

a fire that caused agony but did not consume. It added real pain to the suf-

fering of separation from God, regret, and the awareness of lost opportuni-

ty. The man who denied the beggar even a crumb from his table was now 

denied even a drop of water from the beggar’s finger. Abraham’s word to 

the rich man was “Son, remember that in your lifetime you received 

your good things, while Lazarus received bad things, but now he is 

comforted here and you are in agony.” Life after death will bring justice, 

and the injustice of life will be corrected. Comfort in this life does not guar-

antee comfort in the next life, and bad things experienced in this life can 

melt into oblivion in the celebration of good things in the next life.


Abraham said, “Between us and you a great distance has been fixed, 

so that those who want to go from here to you cannot, nor can anyone 

cross over from there to us.” The distance between Lazarus and the rich 

man could have been crossed so easily in the previous life. All it would 

have taken was for a person who had plenty to share it with someone who 

had nothing — for a man to shift his focus from himself to someone else. 

But now, based on where they had placed their faith, they were on either 

side of a great distance that could not be crossed. Now is the time for 
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crossing the distance between people and for deciding on which side of 

the abyss you will spend eternity.


It is sorry and sad to see people live for things in this life that will keep 

them apart from God in the next life. He cannot be purchased and neither 

can his gift of eternal life.


THE BOTTOM LINE:


We must open our eyes and see the people and the 
need n front of us.

YOU:


What will you do about this? Jesus said to one would be disciple that he 

should sell all he owned and give the money to the poor. Is Jesus calling 

you to do that? Maybe, maybe not.


ACTION STEPS:


Here’s your action steps, this is what you can do beginning today and this 

week:


1.	 Look for opportunities to cross the distance and help people where 

there are with what they need now.


2.	 Pray for divine insight into how to eliminate this distance between the 

rich and the poor.


3.	 Be sure you love God more than you love money or pleasure in the life. 
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CLOSE:


At the Lyndon B. Johnson presidential library in Austin, Texas, you can see 

a film that records the memorable events of the Johnson presidency. A 

major concern of the documentary is Lyndon Johnson’s launch of the leg-

islation known as “the War on Poverty.” One of the commentators in the 

film says, “Before Lyndon Johnson, Americans tended to think that 

poverty was something that you inherited and something that, except 

in some rare cases, stayed with you for the rest of your life. It was ge-

netic. But then came Lyndon Johnson preaching notice that word, 

preaching that poverty was not something we had to accept. It could 

be changed. It was a war worth fighting and a war we could win. 

Things changed.” 


Things change when our vision changes. Is that why so many of Jesus’s 

parables don’t tell us what we should do at the end of the story? They 

don’t have to. The parables seem to assume that we act out of a world we 

can see. If we can just be made to see the world as it really is, namely, as 

God sees the world, then we will act accordingly. Today’s parable paints a 

picture of the gap that exists between rich and poor today and what God 

intends to do about the disparities in the future. Having seen the future, 

how then will we live?



