
16th Sunday after Pentecost 
Sunday, September 25, 2022 – 10:00 AM 
 
Lord Jesus Christ, 
Take our hands and work through them. 
Take our lips and speak through them. 
Take our minds and think through them. 
Take our hearts and set them on fire with love for you and all your people. Amen. 

 
You may be seated. 

Today’s Gospel feels like part two of a TV series—it only makes sense if you’ve seen 
part one. So, let’s begin with a quick recap. 

Jesus was speaking to his disciples when a group of Pharisees—religious leaders 
known for their legal expertise—started listening in. Last week, we looked at Jesus’ 
perplexing parable of the dishonest manager, which he concluded with this well-known 
saying: 
“No slave can serve two masters… You cannot serve God and wealth.” 

What follows that statement—though oddly omitted by the lectionary—is that the 
Pharisees, who were “lovers of money,” ridiculed Jesus. In response to their mockery, 
Jesus tells another parable: the story of the rich man and Lazarus. 

Now, it’s important to understand what a parable is—and what it is not. A parable is not 
a historical account. It’s a symbolic story told to convey a moral or spiritual truth. So, this 
isn’t a factual report about a man named Lazarus and a rich man; it’s a teaching tool, 
crafted for the Pharisees. 

Much ink has been spilled trying to interpret the afterlife details in this parable. But 
Jesus isn’t giving a literal description of heaven and hell. The imagery—angels, chasms, 
fire—is a backdrop for the real message. 

So what’s the point? 

Let’s look at the story: 
A rich man lives in luxury, feasting daily. At his gate lies a poor man, Lazarus, covered 
in sores and longing for scraps. Only the dogs pay him any attention. 
Both men die. Lazarus is carried by angels to Abraham’s side. The rich man ends up in 
Hades, in torment. From afar, he sees Lazarus and pleads with Abraham to send 
Lazarus to cool his tongue with water. Abraham refuses, noting that the rich man had 
plenty in life, while Lazarus had nothing. 
Then the rich man begs Abraham to send Lazarus to warn his brothers. Abraham 
replies: 



“They have Moses and the prophets; if they don’t listen to them, they won’t be 
convinced even if someone rises from the dead.” 

What is Jesus saying? 

First, we notice that the rich man knows Lazarus by name. It’s not that he was unaware 
of Lazarus’ suffering—he saw him and still chose not to help. He prioritized comfort over 
compassion. 

Even more striking: the rich man never speaks to Lazarus directly. He talks only to 
Abraham, and even then, treats Lazarus like a servant. Despite their reversed positions, 
the rich man can’t bring himself to respect Lazarus as a person. 

And notice: we’re never told why the rich man is rich or why Lazarus is poor. Many 
assume the rich man gained wealth dishonestly or that Lazarus deserved pity because 
of illness. But Jesus doesn’t say that. His point is simpler—and more challenging. 

The rich man’s failure was not his wealth, but his indifference. He ignored the 
commands of the law and the prophets to care for the poor. He didn’t help—not 
because Lazarus was unworthy—but because he didn’t care. 

That’s a hard truth. Many of us were raised with verses like “If a man will not work, he 
shall not eat” (2 Thessalonians 3:10). But Jesus isn’t concerned with who deserves 
help. He’s calling us to respond to need, period. 

So where are we in this story? 

Are we Lazarus? Probably not—we’re not lying hungry and sick at someone’s gate. Are 
we the rich man? Possibly—but few of us want to admit it. 
Here’s the insight offered by scholar Amy-Jill Levine: Jesus may have been comparing 
the Pharisees not to the rich man or Lazarus—but to the rich man’s brothers. 

Like them, the Pharisees had the Scriptures. They knew the law and the prophets. They 
had the tools to understand justice, compassion, and mercy—but they still didn’t act. 

Jesus’ challenge is the same for us: 
We have the teachings. We have the resources. We know what love requires. 

Will we act? 

 


