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What is real? What determines reality? Until pretty recently, for most people reality was a matter of the eyes. What you can 
see and observe is what is real. This thinking was destructive of faith. For since miracles are not a regular part of our life, 
we do not often see something that is obviously supernatural, many concluded that such things are not real. The 
observations of science and the hypotheses based thereon were the measures of truth. Much of what is in the Bible was 
dismissed. The faith once delivered to the saints was altered to fit the times. Simple narratives of Scripture, recorded and 
understood as history were deemed “inaccurate,” but not really that important to faith.  
 

Dismissing things like the descriptions of how or where different events happened was not thought to be a big deal. 
Narrowing the scope of things, like saying the Flood was just a terrible local event that felt like total destruction, no 
problem. Or biblical accounts were spun into being figurative illustrations: the first chapters of Genesis are just an attempt 
at describing the wonder of the created world, not to be understood literally. Eventually it was acceptable to even say that 
Jesus didn’t really rise from the dead in His body, the resurrection is that He lives on in the hearts of His followers who 
follow His teachings.  
 

All these ideas have their roots in the Enlightenment and the Scientific Revolution. Now, those movements gave us good 
things, tools for observing the created world, to better understand the wonders of God’s creation. The problem was 
applying those tools to Scripture in a way that made man’s observations and reason the master of God’s Word. But that 
has been the common approach in most theological seminaries in the Western world since the 1700s. This what most 
pastors have been taught. 
 

What quickly followed this approach, the fruits of this way of thinking, is that the Bible, trust in it for anything, any notion 
of religious belief, is soon lost entirely. If I can’t trust the Bible to get basic facts of history right, why should I trust it with 
telling me about salvation? Many people have moved beyond questions of sin, forgiveness, and salvation. Here is the 
central notion of secular humanism. This life, what is observable to the eyes, is all there is, and we need to get over these 
silly religious questions wholesale. 
 

We see in today’s Gospel that this notion of determining what is real based upon what the eyes see is nothing new. The 
rich man was well-off, dressed splendidly, ate sumptuously every day. What he experienced, what he observed, was that he 
was greatly blessed and favored. Whether through generous inheritance or hard work and shrewd financial investments, 
this guy was a veritable Scrooge McDuck with his money bin. And as for poor Lazarus, how unfortunate. He must just be 
unlucky, or perhaps he made poor choices, bad investments, or, more likely, we’d say he was probably just lazy, a boozer 
or druggie. 
 

But Jesus gives you a glimpse into what is unseen, and yet is the true reality, what really lies beyond the pale, and what 
holds for eternity. The rich man died and was buried, probably with plenty of mourners in tow, a solid gold casket, the 
most luxurious of tombs, but he goes to hell. He is in eternal torment. Lazarus dies, his body likely just cast into the 
garbage, but his soul is carried by the angels up to heaven and he is consoled in Abraham’s bosom, at rest with all the 
patriarchs and prophets, awaiting the resurrection.  
 

What your eyes see is insufficient for telling you how things are. It is not just what is observable that exists or matters the 
most. Nor is it the god of the self, the most popular deity of our own age. As much as we hear “science” trumpeted today, 
that is really no longer the chief authority for people. When the search engines allow you to read the full swath of opinions 
on various recent health measures, you find well-credentialed men of science on both sides of this, that, or the other issue. 
We heard it come out several times, however, that this measure or that should be done because it made people “feel” 
safer. 
 

The god of our age is the self. I am what determines what is real. Self-identity is the measure of truth. How you do “self-
identify”? What are your preferred pronouns? It is the expectant mother who decides when life begins or when it deserves 
to be valued and protected, it’s all about “choice.” Why do you think or believe what you do? Well, it makes me feel 
better, it makes me happy. That notion lies in us all. Even we Christians will come across something in Scripture that 
makes us uncomfortable, that bothers us, and our gut reaction is not to reexamine our lives and way of thinking, it is 
rather to find some way to re-explain the text, to find some way to wriggle around it, weasel out of its plain sense. Because 
we are convinced that the problem isn’t with me, it’s with what the Bible says. 



The rich man complains that he didn’t have sufficient warning. He insists that the way God has ordered things to make 
salvation known is not fair or convincing enough. He demands some special revelation for his brothers. The words of 
Abraham stand: “They have Moses and the prophets. Let them hear them.” That is where God speaks, in Moses and 
the Prophets, in the prophetic and apostolic scriptures; the Old and New Testaments. No amount of complaining, 
objecting, denying, insisting on some other sign, no attempts to refute will undo this truth. What is real is what God has 
said. And we can know what He has said in the plain, clear words of the Bible. Refusing to believe it or take it seriously 
because it seems so foolish to us is no excuse, that simply reveals once again our self-idolatry, “What I will believe must 
satisfy me, must make sense to me.” “Let God be true and every man a liar” (Rom 3:4) for He is “justified in [His] 
words and blameless in [His] judgment” (Ps 51:4). 
 

Lazarus knew this. He trusted in the word and opinion of the God who does judge and who is over all. This is seen not in 
Lazarus’ poverty, but in the names that appear. “Lazarus” is the Greek form of the Hebrew name “Eliezer,” it means 
“helped by God.” It is the name of the servant of Abraham, the one with whom Lazarus appears in heaven and with 
whom the rich man dialogues. We have two ties to father Abraham, the one who was told the most ridiculous of things: 
that he in his old age would have a son by Sarah, his aged and barren wife, that from them would come not just many 
physical descendants, but the Savior of the world and innumerable spiritual sons and daughters.  
 

It is no strange thing that young husbands and wives have children, that is the normal and good blessing which God has 
built into His creation. But a man in his 90s is told this, and where we would scoff and say it’s impossible, we are told that 
Abraham “believed the LORD, and He counted it to him as righteousness.” Abraham heard the word of God, the 
promise of the Savior, he believed it, and he was declared righteous by God. That is what the Bible says. God favored 
Abraham not because of his wealth, but because of His grace, His divine favor, which Abraham received by faith. That is 
what Lazarus’ name and the fact that he is at Abraham’s side in heaven is to call to mind for you. Jesus assumes that you 
have read Genesis. 
 

Lazarus in his suffering did not despair. He did not play the “woe is me” card. He did not complain that the stars were 
unfairly aligned against him. His trials and suffering did what they are always intended by God to do for us: they directed 
him to place his hope in the God who helps. Sometimes that is given in part in this life. Many times the child of God is 
able to look back at his or her life and see the gracious hand of God at work in situations that at the time were anything 
but pleasant. And we can look back at times when things were enjoyable, comfortable, and see that we were quite foolish, 
that we did not have God and our neighbor in mind, but only ourselves.  
 

It is in this life, confronted by God’s Word with our sin that we are brought to tears of repentance. It is in this life that we 
are given the promises of God’s Word, the heart of all that Moses and the Prophets proclaimed: the Son of God who 
suffered, died, and rose again from the dead to reconcile the Father to us by making payment for our sins, to assure that 
despite whatever trial or injustice we suffer in this life, no matter that we die and are fondly remembered or soon 
forgotten and in either case decay, we will rise again in our bodies on the Last Day and live in bliss and joy forever, where 
every tear will be wiped from our eyes. That is the divine help given us by God in Christ Jesus.  
 

That is what is real, what is certain, and true, because that is what God’s own Word says and teaches us. This is what 
parents, especially fathers, are to teach their children. Of course we all want our children to succeed in this life, to have 
success in what they do. What father doesn’t want that for his children? But at the heart of fatherhood, at the heart of our 
heavenly Father, is the fervent desire that our children know who God is. He is the God who helps us, who has mercy on 
us, who forgives us for the sake of His dear Son, Jesus Christ. When we stress this to our children, then we are handing 
down to them something much more precious than college degrees, much more valuable than any earthly skill. And if our 
children fall into poverty and suffering, whether because they messed up or they missed out on accomplishing what we 
image they should, then we can associate with them all the more, embracing them not only as our children but as our 
brethren in Christ. 
 

Our Lord Jesus became poor. He made Himself of no reputation or earthly success and acclaim. He ws numbered among 
the failures, the transgressors, and the sinners. He did all this to become your brother, to comfort you through every trial, 
to calm your fears in the face of temptation, to clothe you with the fine garments of His righteousness, to feed you with 
the sumptuous fare of the heavenly feast of His body and blood for the forgiveness of your sins, the strengthening of your 
faith, hope, and love. 
 
 


