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"There was a rich man who was dressed in purple and fine linen and lived in luxury every 
day.  At his gate was laid a beggar named Lazarus, covered with sores and longing to eat what 
fell from the rich man's table. Even the dogs came and licked his sores.  

"The time came when the beggar died and the angels carried him to Abraham's side. 
The rich man also died and was buried.  In hell, where he was in torment, he looked up and saw 
Abraham far away, with Lazarus by his side.  So he called to him, 'Father Abraham, have pity on 
me and send Lazarus to dip the tip of his finger in water and cool my tongue, because I am in 
agony in this fire.'  

"But Abraham replied, '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.  
And besides all this, between us and you a great chasm has been fixed, so that those who want 
to go from here to you cannot, nor can anyone cross over from there to us.'  
  "He answered, 'Then I beg you, father, send Lazarus to my father's house, for I have five 
brothers. Let him warn them, so that they will not also come to this place of torment.'  

"Abraham replied, 'They have Moses and the Prophets; let them listen to them.'  
  " 'No, father Abraham,' he said, 'but if someone from the dead goes to them, they will 
repent.'  

"He said to him, 'If they do not listen to Moses and the Prophets, they will not be 
convinced even if someone rises from the dead.' "  (Luke 16:19-31) 

 

When Jesus talks about eternity...we listen! 
 
 
When Jesus starts talking to us about eternity, we had better be paying attention. 
 
Isn't that, after all, the great unknown that haunts people?  What's going to happen to me 
when I die?   Something?  Nothing?   People's consciences testify them pretty loudly, even 
though they may try to drown it out, that SOMETHING is most definitely coming.  But what, 
exactly?  And is there anything I can do, right here, right now, that will help me, that will 
influence my fate beyond this life?   Those are the questions that everyone asks, even if they 
refuse to admit they are asking them.   
 
Who better to speak to that question than the one who came into this world from those 
heavenly realms, the one who can speak about the afterlife with absolute authority, the one 
who died and rose from his grave.  Today he tells us a remarkable story about eternity.  We 
and all people  certainly owe him our attention! 
 
 



I. He gives us a warning about the danger 
Sometimes this story of the rich man and Lazarus is called a "parable", but that's not really 
what it is.  A parable usually has an ordinary story with a symbolic meaning--a wedding 
banquet representing the heavenly banquet, or planting seeds in a field symbolizing 
preaching, for example.  This story doesn't symbolize anything.   Jesus may have created 
these characters to make a powerful point, but the things he is telling us about the fate of 
people beyond this life is no fable or fiction.  Jesus is here giving us a glimpse into the reality 
of eternity. 
 
And what do we see?  We see the fate of a rich man who lived in the lap of luxury and a poor 
man begging at his gate, apparently without much success.  ".. covered with sores and 
longing to eat what fell from the rich man's table."  But it doesn't sound like he ever got much 
of anything from the rich man.  Two more different earthly lives could hardly be imagined.  
And yet what happened to both of them?  They both died.  The rich man's wealth was no 
rescue from the curse of sin that falls on all humanity.  That's the first lesson of this story, 
one that even natural humanity should be able to figure out:  you're not going to live 
forever.  Life in this world is short, and death comes to everyone. 
 
But what happens next is what only Jesus could reveal.   In hell, where he was in torment, he 
looked up and saw Abraham far away, with Lazarus by his side. 
 
Heaven and hell.  Two destinations.  Both real.  This is the Bible's message from beginning to 
end:  no middle ground or 3rd option, and no second chances either.  Eternal Life or eternal 
damnation.  Blessing or torment.  One or the other, Jesus says, will be your eternal 
destination! 
 
But why are they there?   Why does each man end up where he does?  Jesus doesn't directly 
answer that question at first, does he?  He just tells us what happened.  The thing that 
stands out immediately is that earthly blessings are definitely not a guarantee of eternal 
ones.  Just because someone enjoys great prosperity and good times on earth, Jesus is 
saying, is absolutely no guarantee that they stand in God's favor, no guarantee of eternal 
good times to follow.  Quite the opposite, in this case!  On the other hand, we shouldn't 
assume that the rich man went to hell simply BECAUSE he was rich or that Lazarus went to 
heaven BECAUSE he was poor.  (If you want proof of that--remember that Abraham himself 
was a wealthy man in his earthly life according to the bible, and yet there he stands in 
heaven with Lazarus!)   
 
But surely Jesus intends this story to be a timeless warning to those who find their only 
wealth in this world.   For Jesus is the one who also once declared that for a rich man to 
enter heaven was more difficult than a camel passing through the eye of a needle.  This rich 
man's shabby treatment of Lazarus was evidence of the fact that he was SPIRITUALLY 
bankrupt, and that was the real problem.  A lack of love for others is evidence of a lack of 
love for God.  And if there is no love for God, why should anyone expect that they should be 
welcomed into his house?   



 
It's so hard for us to get into our heads that all these things we see are temporary.  It's so 
hard for us to prioritize the invisible over the visible.   So Jesus helps us.  He helps us by 
confronting us with the reality of eternity, so that we don't make the mistake of this man 
who thought only of this life and not of the one to come.    Father Abraham, have pity on me 
and send Lazarus to dip the tip of his finger in water and cool my tongue, because I am in 
agony in this fire.'  If hearing those words don't make you shudder, then we're not taking 
them as seriously as Jesus wants us to take them.  He intends his words to be a sharp pinch 
to wake us up from spiritual slumber!   We live in a world that thinks caring only about living 
an earthly life of luxury is totally normal.   Jesus says that that path leads to hellfire, and 
deservedly so.  We had better be paying attention!    
 
 
II. He tells us where to turn for rescue 
But that's not all Jesus wants us to know.  He not only gives a warning about the horrible 
consequences of sin.   He also gives a clear answer on the way to avoid that fate.   
 
"[The once-rich man] answered, 'Then I beg you, father, send Lazarus to my father's house, 
for I have five brothers. Let him warn them, so that they will not also come to this place of 
torment.'   "Abraham replied, 'They have Moses and the Prophets; let them listen to them.'  
 
The problem with the rich man wasn't that he was rich.  It was that he had failed to listen to 
"Moses and the Prophets", the saving Word that God had given to his people.  And that was 
the only way for anyone to be saved!    When the man protested, "If someone rises from the 
dead, my brothers will repent" Abraham replied:  'If they do not listen to Moses and the 
Prophets, they will not be convinced even if someone rises from the dead.'   
 
God has given a message that saves from death and hell--and this life is the "time of grace", 
the chance to hear that Word.  And what does he want us to hear in that Word?  At the end 
of this book of Luke there's the story of how Jesus, after his resurrection, met with his 
disciples and explained to them what the real message of the Bible was.  "Beginning with 
Moses and all the prophets, he explained to them what was said in all the Scriptures 
concerning himself."  (Luke 24:27)    He said, "Everything must be fulfilled that is written 
about me in the Law of Moses, the Prophets and the Psalms."  Then he opened their minds 
so they could understand the Scriptures.  (Luke 24:44-45) 
 
The whole Bible, even the Old Testament of Moses and the prophets, is really about Jesus!  
He is the saving message as well as the messenger.  To avoid eternal damnation, we need to 
hear of the one that God sent to save us from that awful fate.   We hear how he entered 
creation purely out of love.  We hear how he humbled himself to be born in poverty and laid 
in a manger, how he subjected himself to all the adversity of a human life.  We hear about his 
total dedication to God, his preaching and his miracles.  We hear how he suffered and died--
and yet returned to life, stronger than death itself.  And then God tells us what it means:  
your sin is atoned for, his righteousness is given to you by faith, he has given you a washing 



of baptism in his name that joins you to his saving work.   You hear his call to repent and his 
invitation to believe.   He is the Light in a dark world, the living water, the bread of Life, Good 
Shepherd of your soul.   He is God's one-time offer to a world doomed to hell.   
 
And all of that is found in his Word alone.    "They have Moses and the Prophets, let them 
listen to them."   How precious is it to have a solid Word that shows us a Savior.  It's more 
valuable than any of the rich man's treasures by far, because it points us to heavenly riches 
that will never be taken away--and to a new, perfected life at the side of the one who loved 
us the most.  Poor Lazarus would never be poor again.  By God's grace and through his 
Word, neither will you! 
 
 
And this is the Word we get to share.  I think we all sometimes are a little tempted to share 
the opinion of the rich man.  When it comes to trying to wake up people and get them to 
love and honor God, we wonder if the Bible is really enough.  It's just a book--how dramatic 
can that be?  People don't want that kind of thing any more.  Besides, it's  message is so old-
fashioned, out of touch with modern times, with scientific breakthroughs and new moral 
climates and social realities.  We want something bigger and better.  If only we could do 
miracles, pull off amazing feats...surely then the people will come flocking in to our churches 
and schools. 
 
"If they do not listen to Moses and the Prophets, they will not listen even if someone rises 
from the dead."  God chose to use his Word, and he gives power to that Word.  If people are 
going to be saved for eternity, it will not happen in any other way than them hearing and 
believing the truths of the Bible.  The message of Jesus.  The wonder of a God who would 
enter the human story, who would choose to become one of us and feel our pain and die 
our death.  The wonder of a God who responded to his creatures' rebellion not by 
destroying them but setting out on a mission to save us.  There's no power greater than 
that.  There's nothing else that saves. 
 
 
 
Jesus pulls back the curtain.  He showed you what is to come.  You aren't in the dark.  You 
know to beware of the danger of materialism and greed.  You know that hell is real.  But you 
also know that salvation comes from him, that there is forgiveness in him.  You know that 
heaven waits the poor sinner who trusts in his Savior.  Thank you, dear Savior, for holding 
this before our eyes!  Make us ready, by your grace and your saving power, for that which is 
to come!  Amen. 
 
 
 
 
 


