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“The advantage of a classical education is that it enables you to despise the wealth  
that it prevents you from achieving” (Russell Green). 

+++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++ 
 

Listen to Jesus’ strange story, the lesson for the day: 

[19] “There was a rich man who was dressed in purple and fine linen and who feasted 
sumptuously every day. [20] And at his gate lay a poor man named Lazarus, covered with 
sores, [21] who longed to satisfy his hunger with what fell from the rich man’s table; even 
the dogs would come and lick his sores. [22] The poor man died and was carried away by 
the angels to be with Abraham. The rich man also died and was buried. [23] In Hades, 
where he was being tormented, he looked up and saw Abraham far away with Lazarus by 
his side. [24] 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.’ 
 
[25] 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. [26] 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.’ [27] He said, ‘Then, father, I beg you to send him to my father’s house-- [28] 
for I have five brothers--that he may warn them, so that they will not also come into this 
place of torment.’ [29] Abraham replied, ‘They have Moses and the prophets; they should 
listen to them.’ [30] He said, ‘No, father Abraham; but if someone goes to them from the 
dead, they will repent.’ [31] 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’ ” (Luke 
16:19-31). 

 
Who are these characters? Let me introduce you to each of these in turn. First, behind the 

high wall is the “rich man.” As Jesus tells the story he does not even have a name—he is just 

“rich-man.” He is set apart from other people in several ways and has read the book Dress for 

Success because he “was dressed in purple and fine linen.” Not only did he dress well; he also 

ate well. Jesus tells us that the rich man “feasted sumptuously” and not just now and then. He 

feasted splendidly “every day.” So, behind the large wall we see an individual who has it made. 
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By contrast on the other side of the wall lives a pitiable figure. This man has a name and an 

occupation. His name is Lazarus, which means literally “one whom God helps.” Lazarus has a 

job—he is a beggar. For those who know their Bible, everyone in Jesus’ world assumed that 

beggars were sinners and God sent their poverty as punishment. This ancient argument had 

been around since the time of Job. Lazarus is indeed a most wretched character. Sores cover 

him. He is so hungry that he “longed to satisfy his hunger with what fell from the rich man’s 

table.” He was so weak that Jesus tells us “Even the dogs would come and lick his sores.” These 

dogs were obviously so bold that they knew that once Lazarus died, then they could eat the 

meat off his bones. If this is too graphic, this is the exact picture Jesus paints for his listeners. 

These are the two people who live on either side of a great wall of division. 

What happens next in Jesus’ story must have shocked his listeners. In death the two 

characters—rich man-poor man—trade places. The startling reversal of fortunes is swift. 

Lazarus dies and without funeral or pomp goes directly to Abraham’s side; whereas the rich 

man dies and has a proper funeral (etaphe, v. 22)—which is important later in the story 

because his brothers assume he has garnered divine favor. The listeners must have reflected 

astonishment when they next find him in Hades. He no longer feasts sumptuously, but now 

begs for a few drops of water to cool his tongue. No longer decked out purple and fine linen he 

wears flames. Likewise, Lazarus now reclines at Abraham’s side. The obvious implication: 

Lazarus’ every need Abraham supplies in abundance. The rich man is now noticeably on his 

own—much as Lazarus had been on the far side of the wall. 

After the rich man calls out for help from Father Abraham, the response is chilling. Father 

Abraham replies: “Child, remember that during your lifetime you received your good things, 
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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.” The rich 

man then asks Father Abraham to send Lazarus to his brothers to warn them. But Father 

Abraham also rebuffs this request, too.  

In some ways this parable has been one of the most offensive parables that Jesus told. A 

way to understand the parable is that in the hereafter, God appears to reward the poor for 

being poor and while punishing the rich for being wealthy. Notice that the parable praises 

neither character for his ethics nor glorifies either for his morals. In reality, their only difference 

is that one is rich and the other is poor. What is at stake here? 

For one thing this parable reminds all of us that having our fates switched is part of human 

consciousness. In the ancient world many stories abound that speak of role reversal. In the 

Bible, for example, Joseph, presumed dead or enslaved in a pit, becomes the sub-Pharaoh in 

Egypt and saves his people from starvation. Moses, born a poor Hebrew slave, becomes an 

Egyptian prince and liberates his people from their taskmasters. David the small, pesky 

challenger becomes the new significant warrior after defeating the prototype soldier and 

intimidator, Goliath of Gath. 

More recently our film and literature concern the weak and poor trading places with the 

high and mighty. Consider, for example, a recent children’s book Trading Places. It is the story 

of a child who thinks he would rather live with another family—any family—and in the process 

of trading places he realizes his mistake. Mark Twain wrote two novels about mistaken identity. 

One story Twain called The Prince and the Pauper and the other he titled The Tragedy of 
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Pudd’nhead Wilson, and the Comedy of Those Extraordinary Twins. In this second novel, 

Pudd’nhead Wilson, Roxana, a light-skinned mixed-race slave, switches her baby with her white 

owner’s baby. The outcome proves interesting reading. Again, we see a similar scenario in the 

film about the French musketeers titled “The Man in the Iron Mask.” The idea of switched 

identities has long lodged within the human imagination. 

Jesus’ parable has to do with our ultimate human behavior toward others and suggests 

that we consider the plight of others. Although we do not earn salvation, we do reflect our 

embrace of salvation thanks to God’s mercy in our daily encounters with those who are less 

fortunate. I think the key to this parable, and perhaps to the life of Christian people rich or 

poor, is in an overlooked architectural feature of this parable. Remember in the parable when 

Jesus tells us, “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?” I want to point out 

that if there is a gate, then there is a wall. On one side of the wall is abject human need. On the 

other side of the wall is an answer to human need. What gets one into good stead with 

Abraham or God is the willingness to look through the gate, and perhaps, walk through it as 

well. On both sides of the dividing wall are human creatures. The essence of life with God is to 

be a part of both sides of the dividing wall. As the writer of Ephesians puts it: “For he [Jesus] is 

our peace; in his flesh he has made both groups into one and has broken down the dividing 

wall, that is, the hostility between us” (Ephesians 2:14).  God does not ask us to ignore our own 

lives or the good things we enjoy. At the same time, Jesus does invite and perhaps even urges 

us to look through the gate and see the need on the other side of the wall. 
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Most of us, if we desire such things, want to trade up! No one can trade farther up than to 

be included in God’s Kingdom. If you don’t believe me, ask the man “who was dressed in purple 

and fine linen and who feasted sumptuously every day.” 

+++++++++++++++++++++++ 

[Much of the interpretive substantiation for this parable comes courtesy of three important 
works: 1) David Buttrick, A Captive Voice: The Liberation of Preaching (Westminster/John Knox 
Press, Louisville, KY, 1994), pp. 91-99. 2) David Buttrick, Speaking Parables: A Homiletic Guide 
(Westminster/John Knox Press, Louisville, KY, 2000), pp. 216-219.  3) John R. Donahue, S. J., The 
Gospel in Parable: Metaphor, Narrative, and Theology in the Synoptic Gospels (Fortress Press, 
Philadelphia, PA, 1988), pp. 169-172.] 
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