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Pentecost 19 – Wesley 9 & 10.30am – 29th September 2013 
Theme:  “The great divide” 
Reading:  Luke 16:19-31 ‘The rich man and Lazarus’ 
 

Introduction 
Some of us remember the old Cat Steven’s song “Father and Son” only ever played on 2CA 
these days in Canberra.  For some I’m showing my youth, for others my age – never mind!! 
The song speaks in the form of dialogue between the father and the son. It begins with the 
father sharing some of his ‘home-spun wisdom’ by saying to the son ‘that it’s not yet time to 
make a change, relax and take it easy’. The son responds by saying that his father is more 
interested in talking than listening. The father comes back with the familiar message about 
‘don’t make changes, take life more slowly, get married, settle down etc’. The last verse has 
them singing at each other, neither listening to the other. A chasm has happened – they 
have grown apart and no longer are able to communicate with the other. The relationship 
has broken down and is irretrievable – how sad! Yet this is the story of so many lives – 
broken relationships that cannot be mended for whatever reason. Jesus in his parable for 
today uses a rich man and Lazarus, the beggar, to highlight a number of these disastrous 
breakdowns of relationships within society and the ongoing outcomes. Likewise the chasm 
between the wealthy and the poor, which can be likened to placing priorities in the wrong 
place. 
 

The Parable 
We need to remember the context of the parable, and indeed the parables pre-ceding this 
one that speak out at the Pharisees love of money and good things at the cost of the lost, 
the poor and the suffering. The story of Lazarus and the rich man is full of contrasts and 
unexpected ones at that. 

1. The rich man is not named. However the poor beggar has a name, Lazarus, and it is 
used throughout the parable. This of course is the reverse to the ‘norm’, even today. We 
know the names of the wealthiest in the country, the Packers, the mining moguls like 
Jeana Rhinehart but not those who are unemployed and those asylum seekers going to 
Manus Island. They are nameless and faceless! Yet in this parable the poorest is 
named and it is the only time in a parable that a person is given an actual name. 
 

2. The rich man is dressed in purple and fine linen and lived in luxury. Lazarus is ‘dressed’ 
in sores and longs to eat the crumbs from the rich man’s table. The dogs even come 
and lick Lazarus’ sores. Dogs were considered the lowest of low of animals back in that 
culture. Hence this is a derisive term towards Lazarus. He was amongst the lowest of 
life forms! A total waste of space, so to speak. 

 

3. The rich man has a proper burial but Lazarus is transported ‘by the angels to Abraham’s 
side’. You then have this mental picture given of hell being ‘somewhere down there in 
the depths of the earth in a fiery pit’ and heaven ‘being up there in the sky somewhere 
with Father Abraham’ in a much nicer place. Remember this is a parable, which shows 
extremes to make a point and is not reality as such. It is sad that somehow people have 
taken this concept of heaven and hell so literally as to imbed it in their brain that this is 
factual.  

 

4. The contrast of Lazarus continues with the rich man asking Father Abraham to send 
Lazarus to him to soothe his raw throat by bringing him water. He hasn’t learnt his 
lesson at all. 
The rich man still thinks he can give directions and have power even in death. Not so, 
and this is made clear to the rich man. The chasm, the great divide between the rich 
man and Lazarus is spelt out. For the first time the rich man looks beyond himself but 
still sees Lazarus as a servant – he wants him to inform his brothers, which may be 
interpreted as the other Pharisees. 
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The parable concludes with the words: 

“If they do not listen to Moses and the Prophets, they will not be convinced even if 
some-one rises from the dead.” Lk 16:31 

What an ending – tongue in cheek comment by Jesus on his own ending and the disbelief 
that continued!! 
 

Reflection for us today 
1. Firstly it is clear that money, status or general standing is not what Jesus is talking 

about in this parable. Rather it is priorities in life and being aware of your 
surroundings. The rich man really didn’t even see the beggar Lazarus at his gates. 
Jesus is saying, look around you, see the needs and respond to people as people 
and not simply objects. This is as true today as it was way back in Jesus’ time.  
 

2. For us it may not mean meeting every need we see but rather at least seeing needs 
and responding as we are able. The rich man in the parable couldn’t see past himself 
until it was too late and even then he still saw Lazarus as a servant for himself. We 
are indeed blessed in this country and we need to think beyond ourselves to those 
around us. We need to pressure Tony Abbott not to lessen our support of other 
countries but to increase our overseas aid as a percentage of our GDP not decrease 
it. Also we need to support those on the fringes of our society, not reject them and 
box them with impersonal names like refugees, homeless, unemployed and so forth! 

 

3. Thirdly we know that because of his lack of compassion, the rich man cannot cross 
over to the place of faith. Conversely the beggar Lazarus finds a place of faith. To an 
impoverished group of people, this parable would offer great comfort that God sees 
their suffering and is on their side. Just maybe, as we share with others this parable 
may add to being able to talk about our faith and our faith journeying. There are times 
when all of us have been impoverished, whether it be physically, spiritually or 
mentally. There have been times where relationships have been broken and in a 
sense only God can heal them. It is a parable that God is there for us even in the 
depths of despair and hope is available even when all seems hopeless. 
 

Let us take courage from this challenging parable – a parable for the past, present and 
future generations of faith.  
 

From the book “Beyond Words” – ‘Reflections on the Gospel of Luke’ by Bruce Prewer we 
read: (with apologies to Bruce as I’ve added a last verse to his prose)  
       

He did not harm  
by word or sword, 

 the beggar at the gate, 
just passed him by  
without stare or care 
and left him there to blind fate. 

 

It’s a damning thing  
to ignore the poor, 
then gorge one’s face again; 
the gulf is wide  
between greed and need, 
and dogs are kinder than men. 
 

     So today may we see and name 
     the issues on the street, 
     the people with names, if not addresses, 
   that come to us by plane and boat, 
    to be recognised as part of God’s world  
    and not returned to probable death.

 
 

 
 

 


