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Stories that Change the World 
“On Generosity: The Parable of the Rich Man and Lazarus” 

Luke 16:19-31 
~ Delivered at Central Baptist Church on July 30, 2017 by Pastor Barton Priebe  

 
INTRODUCTION 

 (SHOW SLIDE 1) Please open your Bibles to Luke 16.  

 The stench was unbearable.  It was a poor section of town even by Haiti’s standards, and as missionary 

leader John Alexander walked through the market, he did not want to open his eyes to the misery around 

him.  Awful food was being sold in a shantytown without sewers and then there were the kids with their 

red hair.  He knew that Caribbean children do not usually have red hair unless they are starving.  

o He wrote, “I couldn’t stand it.  I went home and took a nap.  Sometimes I’d like to take a nap 

for the rest of my life.  Not that I am suicidal.  But I’d sure like to shut the truth out 

somehow.”1 

 We may not like these words but we certainly understand them.  Opening one’s eyes to 

misery of this world is overwhelming.  

 The statistics are simply alarming.  At least 10% of the global population live below the poverty line of 

$1.90 USD per day.  Eleven children under age 5 die every minute.  Every year nearly 45 percent of all 

under 5 child deaths are among newborn infants.  Up to 2/3 of newborn deaths can be prevented if 

known, effective health measures are provided at birth and during the first week of life.2   

o Globally, at least 2 billion people use a drinking water source contaminated with faeces.  

Contaminated water can transmit diseases such diarrhoea, cholera, dysentery, typhoid, and polio. 

Contaminated drinking water is estimated to cause 502,000 diarrhoeal deaths each year.3 

 To borrow a title from a book we are ‘rich Christians living in an age of hunger.’  Relaxing comfortably 

in western society, it is so easy for us to close our eyes to the misery around us and to enjoy a life-long 

nap in our comfortable beds. 

o In this parable Jesus phones in a wake up call to people lulled asleep by the self-indulgence of 

western society.  In many ways this message is going to feel like being jolted awake at 3:00am 

by the ringing phone.  

 But out of love for you and out of love for the nameless faces in the stats, Jesus give us this parable 

which wakes us up and warns us.  We could call it a waking warning.  This waking warning is addressed 

to us, it is described, it is applied and we are called to heed it. 

 

THE WAKING WARNING ADDRESSED 
 First then, (SHOW SLIDE 2) the waking warning addressed.  

o As we begin it is critical to see whom Jesus is addressing His warning to.  The answer is clearly 

given in the context.  Look just before the parable at verse 14.  READ 14 - The Pharisees, who 

were lovers of money, heard all these things, and they ridiculed him. 
 So Jesus is not speaking to atheists and unbelievers though this parable applies to all people. The 

Pharisees who were well-educated, religiously conservative, and wealthy.  In the parable the rich man 

represents them.   

o The rich man, like the Pharisees, is a devout Jew.  He recognizes Abraham.  The rich man, like 

the Pharisees, believed the right things and along with his brothers was part of a community that 

had Moses and the Prophets taught to them.  The rich man, like the Pharisees, believed he was 

secure in being a child of God.  He calls Abraham his father and did not doubt the favour of God 

upon his life. 

                                                        
1 Cited in Brian Chapell, Christ-Centered Preaching, 245. 
2 https://www.compassion.com/poverty/poverty.htm   
3 http://www.who.int/mediacentre/factsheets/fs391/en/  

https://www.compassion.com/poverty/poverty.htm
http://www.who.int/mediacentre/factsheets/fs391/en/
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 And yet to the shock of the Pharisees and to the shock of this man he ends up in hell 

while Lazarus ends up in heaven.  

 So in today’s terms Jesus is not primarily speaking here to people who have no regard for Christianity.  

(SHOW SLIDE 3) Jesus’ warning is addressed to educated and wealthy religious people who believe 

they are secure as children of God.  The warning is addressed to people who are orthodox in their 

beliefs, who believe in God, sin, Jesus Christ, heaven, and hell, who gather in Christian community to 

hear the scriptures read and taught. 

o Considering all this, do not assume the phone call is not for you and go back to sleep.  As we 

transition to the second heading answer the phone and listen to the warning for the rich man did 

not think it was for him and was shocked to wake up in hell.  

 

THE WAKING WARNING DESCRIBED 
 So picking up the phone we come the second heading: (SHOW SLIDE 4) the waking warning 

described.  We will spend most of our time on this one. 

o To describe what this warning is about we have to ask the question, “why did the rich man end 

up in hell?” 
 At first glance it seems that he ended up in hell because he was rich while Lazarus went to heaven 

because he was poor.  That this is not the case is obvious from the story itself for let me ask you: who 

represents and speaks for heaven in the story?  Abraham.  Next to Job and Solomon, Abraham is 

probably the richest man in the Bible.  So the rich man is not in hell because he was rich. 

o This is an important point because some Christians have taught that it is not godly to have or 

enjoy wealth, that Christians should live in near poverty or they will not have treasure in heaven 

or even make it there. 

 The great difficulty with this position is that it flies in the face of scripture and Jesus.  

Jesus is constantly attending lavish feasts where he enjoys gourmet meals.  Never does he 

condemn the host for spending money on such celebrations.  In Acts we find Christians 

who could afford large houses in the city that were capable of hosting the church.   

 Moreover, all that we have is a gift from God.  It is to be received with 

thanksgiving and enjoyed within the parameters God has given. 

 

WHY THE RICH MAN ENDED UP IN HELL 
 So the rich man is not in hell simply because he is rich. The reason is much more specific than 

possessing money.  Let me give you the warning that Jesus is describing over the phone to you and then 

expound where I get it from.   

o Here it is: (SHOW SLIDE 5) Jesus warns that wealth without liberal generosity reveals a 

wicked heart that has not repented and is therefore justly condemned.  Let’s unpack this 

description. 

 Jesus clues us in to this right from the beginning when he contrasts the two men. READ 19 - There was 

a rich man who was clothed in purple and fine linen and who feasted sumptuously every day. 
o This man spent thousands of dollars on clothing.  Purple clothes were rare and expensive because 

of the difficulty of obtaining the dye, which came from marine snails.  Fine linen was the height 

of luxury.  But notice carefully that it says he lived every day in total self-indulgence.  Like so 

many today he lived solely for his own pleasure. 

 Then we read in verse 20 that READ 20 - And at his gate was laid a poor man named Lazarus, 

covered with sores, who desired to be fed with what fell from the rich man’s table. Moreover, even the 

dogs came and licked his sores. 
o Lazarus is the poorest of the poor.  He is probably a cripple because he has to be put there 

everyday.  He is reduced to begging for food and he is even satisfied to eat just what the rich 

man throws away.  Apparently he does not even get that.  
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 The culmination of his misery is that his sores are so bad they ooze out and the dogs lick 

them.  In ancient times dogs were not pets.  They were wild and dangerous and ate dead 

bodies.  These dogs are just waiting for Lazarus to die.  This is abject misery. 

 But the point here is not simply to say how rich one was and how poor the other was but to show that for 

all his wealth the rich man showed no mercy to Lazarus.  This is driven home by the mention of the 

gate.  The rich man has separated himself from even having to see Lazarus’ misery. 

o So far then, Jesus is giving us clues that the reason the man is in hell is not because he was rich 

but because he used his riches to pamper a self-indulgent lifestyle that cared nothing for the poor. 

 So far we see that the rich man is not in hell because of what he has done, as if he 

murdered someone.  He is in hell because of what he has left undone.  It is not because of 

something he did but because of something he did not do. 

 

THE RICH MAN PERISHED BECAUSE HE NEVER REPENTED 
 So is Jesus saying that if you help the poor then you escape hell and go to heaven?  No.  The rich man’s 

lack of compassion is simply an outward sign of his real problem – of the real reason he is in hell.  

o Let me just state the answer for you: the rich man ended up in hell because he never repented.  

For all his outward religion he was in reality an unrepentant man who loved money and this 

world more than God.  He never really had a relationship with God.  He never really loved God. 

 This is clear from verse 27-30.  READ 27-30 - And he said, ‘Then I beg you, father, to 

send him to my father’s house— for I have five brothers—so that he may warn them, 

lest they also come into this place of torment.’ But Abraham said, ‘They have Moses 

and the Prophets; let them hear them.’ And he said, ‘No, father Abraham, but if 

someone goes to them from the dead, they will repent.’  
 So he and his brothers have not repented.  But here is the million dollar question: what is the evidence 

that the rich man had not truly repented, that his heart was wicked, that he rejected God and justly 

deserved his judgement in hell?   

o The answer is clear: the evidence that he had not repented was that he lived only for himself and 

cared nothing for the poor.  This showed that he actually did not love God at all for if he loved 

God he would have kept obeyed what God revealed in the law and the prophets concerning the 

poor. 

 The Law stated in Deuteronomy 15:11: “There will always be poor people in the land…therefore I 

command you to be openhanded toward the poor and needy.”   
o The prophet Micah said, “what does the LORD require of you but to do justice, and to love 

kindness [mercy], and to walk humbly with your God?” 
 And through the prophet Amos God showed his disdain for religion that did not care for 

the poor when he said, “I hate, I despise your feasts, and I take no delight in your 

solemn assemblies…take away from me the noise of your songs;…but let justice roll 

down like waters, and righteousness like an ever flowing stream.”  
 Do you see it then?  Let me summarize: the reason the religious rich man ended up in hell was because 

he never repented.  For all his outward religion He did not really love God at all.  We know that he had a 

wicked heart that disregarded God because when God commanded his people to care for the poor, this 

man disregarded God’s commands and therefore He disregarded God himself.  

o One mark that you have truly been transformed by God’s grace is that you are generous with the 

poor. 

 So Jesus warns that wealth without liberal generosity reveals a wicked heart that has not 

repented and is therefore justly condemned.  

 

THE WAKING WARNING APPLIED 
 Having answered then why the rich man is in hell we are now ready for our third heading: (SHOW 

SLIDE 6) the waking warning applied. 
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o The phone has rung.  Disturbed out of our slumber we have picked it up and heard the warning 

described.  We know why the rich man ended up in hell.  But now as sit on the side of the bed 

with the phone in our hands we are suddenly struck by the realization that Jesus is talking 

directly to us.   

 This story has so much power because of the way Jesus tells it.  When He began the story we thought 

the main characters were the rich man and Lazarus.  We thought it was about their eternal destinies.   

o But it was all a set up.  Jesus drew us in with the rich man and Lazarus.  But then suddenly the 

story shifts to the rich man’s five brothers.  The rich man wants Abraham to send Lazarus back 

to them so they will repent and not end up where he is.  But Abraham says in verse 31.  READ 

31 - 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.’ ”  
 So just like the parable of the two lost sons, the story is left open.   

 The real question is what will become of the five brothers? Will the five brothers, who are living just 

like their brother, heed the plain commands of the scriptures and repent?  Will they change their self-

indulgent lifestyles?  Will they be awakened from their damning slumber?   

o Jesus leaves the story is left in limbo because we are the five brothers and we must write our own 

endings.   

 Like the five brothers and the rich man we know the commands.  We do not need someone to come back 

from the dead to tell us. They are crystal clear. 

o James 2:14-17 says: “What good is it, my brothers, if a man claims to have faith but has no 

deeds? Can such faith save him?  Suppose a brother or sister is without clothes and daily food.  

If one of you says to him, ‘Go, I wish you well; keep warm and well fed,’ but does nothing 

about his physical needs, what good is it?  In the same way, faith by itself, if it is not 

accompanied by action, is dead.” 
 I John 3:17 is even more clear: “If anyone has material possessions and sees his brother 

in need but has no pity on him, how can the love of God be in him?” 
 Now I emphasize to you again that it is not wrong to have wealth but as Craig Blomberg writes, “What 

Scripture does consistently teach…is that it is impossible to be both rich and Christian without 

simultaneously being generous and sharing what we have with others.” 
o God is not calling you to give up all your wealth.  You should provide for yourself and your 

family.  At the same time we are to be radically generous with our money in the causes of Christ. 

 We started out assuming we were listening to a story about Lazarus and the rich man in the afterlife but 

we are left in this present life with the challenging question of  

o (SHOW SLIDE 7) will we repent?  Will we help the Lazarus’ outside our door?  Will we go 

outside the gate?  Will we produce fruit in keeping with repentance? 

 

THE WARNING HEEDED 
 At this point we should be wide awake, clearly seeing how western society is asleep in its self-

indulgence, and how much we disregard God by disregarding His commands.  But how do we get up 

from the side of the bed and serve the Lazarus’ of the world?  What do we do with the guilt of breaking 

God’s commands?   

o And even if we do leave the bed my big question is how do we stay awake when everything we 

taste in our culture is laced with sleep inducing poison like the apple the witch gave to Snow 

White?  

 Having looked at the waking warning addressed, described and applied, we turn lastly to (SHOW 
SLIDE 8) the waking warning heeded. 

o I think there are three things we need to do to heed this warning. 

 (SHOW SLIDE 9) First, confess your guilt.   

o Come before God confessing that although you know the scriptures you have lived in self-

indulgence, asleep to the needs of the Lazarus’ around the world.   
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 (SHOW SLIDE 10) Second, look to the prince of the parable. 

o Only the prince can awaken sleeping beauty.  Only Jesus can give you the heart that you need. 

Only He can reach down into your self-absorbed sleep and awaken you.  The good news is that 

Jesus is the prince of this parable.  Jesus is the fulfillment of this parable for He is the true and 

better rich man and He is the true and better Lazarus.  

 And is this not the very story of the gospel.  Paul puts it this way: “You know the grace 

of our Lord Jesus Christ, that though he was rich yet for your sakes he became poor, 

so that you through his poverty might become rich.” 
 Jesus is the richest person in the universe.  As God he enjoyed all the rights of God.  He enjoyed perfect 

fellowship with the Father and the Spirit.  He was worshiped and served by billions of angels.  He had it 

all.  But seeing humanity impoverished in its sin, God did not stay behind the gates of heaven, 

separating Himself from us.  Out of love, God sent His Son Jesus outside the gate. 

o Jesus voluntarily took off his purple robes of royalty and became a man.  He left the table of his 

Father, walked out of the gates of heaven, and came down into the misery of this world.   

 He did not come as one who demanded that we serve him.  Rather, Jesus, the prince of 

heaven, came to serve us.  Jesus is the true and better rich man who gave up his riches for 

us. 

 But Jesus is also the true and better Lazarus.  Lazarus’ name means, ‘God helps.’ In his poverty, Lazarus 

could not help anyone but Jesus is the true and better Lazarus.  It is precisely through Jesus’ poverty that 

we get helped.   

o You see, we are beggars outside God’s gate.  We are not allowed into God’s palace because of 

our sin.  But God has sent Jesus, our help, to make a way back into God’s palace.  On the cross 

Jesus was utterly impoverished as he took our sin upon Himself.  He did not just have sores, he 

had stripes from being flogged.  Blood flowed from him.  The guilt that kept God’s gate closed 

to us was dealt with in Jesus.   

 Jesus, the true and better Lazarus, died outside the city gate.  Jesus the true and better 

Lazarus, was laid in a tomb.  But God raised Him from the dead restoring His Son to the 

highest place of all.  And now Jesus himself echoes the words he once said.  He calls out 

to all of us and says, “I am the gate.  Whoever enters through me will be saved.” (Jn 

10:9). All beggars who accept his call are amazed to find that He does not just give us a 

meal.  No, He puts his own robe upon our backs.  He brings us inside the gate and ushers 

us into the throne room of the Father where we are shocked to see God rushing to 

embrace us undeserving beggars as His own sons and daughters.  And if that is not 

enough the Father makes us heirs with Christ to receive all the riches that are given to 

Him. 

 As beggars we could give nothing to God and yet through the poverty of Jesus, 

the true and better Lazarus, we are made absolutely rich.   

 Do you see then how you gain and maintain a heart for the poor?  You remind yourself daily how utterly 

impoverished you were before God and that you could do no nothing to change your situation.  And yet, 

in His grace, Jesus gave up all in order that you might overflow with riches for all of eternity. 

o Before such liberal generosity your heart for the poor will melt and you will be motivated to help 

by love and not by guilt.  

 Fill you heart with how generous Jesus has been to you.  For consider where you would be if Jesus had 

been as selfish with his blood as many are with their money.  He could have said of his body, like we do 

of our money, that it was his own and that he would not give it on the cross for us.  But he said, “This is 

my body, given for you.” 
o He could have said, as we often do about the poor, that they are undeserving but he shed his 

blood for undeserving sinners like you and I.   
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 Brother and sisters, the way you gain and maintain a heart for the poor is to ever 

remember how destitute you were in your sins but what God did for you in Jesus to give 

you the overflowing riches you now enjoy and will enjoy for all eternity.   

 (SHOW SLIDE 11) The final way we heed this warning is to demonstrate our repentance through 

action.   

o What can you do today to express your repentance?  Can you sponsor a child through 

Compassion?  Can you support IJM?  Can you help out a single mom?  Can you make a meal for 

a family that is in need?   

 How can you demonstrate your repentance with liberal generosity? 

 “You know the grace of our Lord Jesus Christ, that though he was rich yet for your sakes he became 

poor, so that you through his poverty might become rich.”   
 


