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In the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit; AMEN.

As I have been away for three weeks let me begin the sermon with a recap.  

In Luke 15 Jesus confronts those who have a harsh and unloving attitude toward 

people.  That chapter begins with these words: "Now the tax collectors and sinners 

were all gathering around to hear him.  But the Pharisees and the teachers of the 

law muttered, 'This man welcomes sinners and eats with them.'"  To show the 

sinfulness of this attitude, Jesus tells the parables of the lost sheep, the lost coin 

and the lost son--the prodigal.  When we get to chapter 16 we find Jesus teaching 

about wrong attitudes about money.  He teaches the disciples and the Pharisees, 

who were lovers of money, that "You cannot serve both God and Money."  

Now in response to this the Pharisees sneered at Jesus.  They held him and 

his teaching in contempt.  Jesus, however, who is a model of patience and 

kindness, did not wash his hands of them.  Instead he told another parable in which 

a wrong attitude towards people is coupled with a wrong attitude toward money--

making for a disaster for a rich man.  It is a powerful and disturbing story we have 

this morning—the rich man and Lazarus.  It is powerful in its depiction of two 

men, one rich and one poor.  Their lives are set in contrast one to another and not 

only their lives in this world, but their eternal destinies as well.  Beloved, when we 

come to this parable there is no mistaking it: our lives and our eternal destinies are 



at stake too.  This teaching really counts; it counts forever, so we had better take it 

in.  And it is disturbing because here and nowhere else we get a description of the 

actual thoughts, emotions and words of someone who is suffering in hell.  Hell is 

described in various places in Scripture.  We are warned against it.  But this 

passage is the only portrayal of someone actually in hell.  It’s chilling.

To begin, let’s take a look at some of the contrasts between these two men.  

The first is clear.  One of the men was rich.  He “dressed in purple and fine linen 

and lived in luxury every day.”  Purple dye was made from a rare sea mussel.  

That's what made it so expensive.  In fact, it was so expensive it became the colour 

of kings and emperors.  The finest linen of the day was imported from Egypt.  The 

lesson says this rich man "lived in luxury."  Literally translated it says he "made 

merry" every day.  Life was one big party.  The other man was poor.  Destitute.  A 

beggar.  He was "laid" at the rich man's gate because he was too sick and crippled 

to walk.  He was covered with sores, “longing to eat what fell from the rich man’s 

table.”  

Now before we go on let me make an aside.  We need to note that there is 

nothing here that condemns the rich man for being rich.  Abraham was the "Bill 

Gates" of his day.  Job was a man of immense wealth.  So was Joseph of 

Arimathea, who provided the tomb for our Lord's burial.  And on the other hand, it 



is not the case that the poor man is commended here simply for being poor.  It is 

true that the riches of the rich man worked to his hurt and condemnation, for he 

lived for his riches exclusively.  And Jesus tells us in Luke 18 that it is hard for a 

rich man to enter heaven.  And on the other hand it is also true that poverty worked 

to bless Lazarus spiritually.  Having no earthly comforts he turned his eyes to 

heaven and sought his comfort there.  But nevertheless, there is nothing in the 

parable that praises poverty or condemns riches as such.  It is merely a description 

of two men, one rich, the other poor.  There are rich men who go to hell and rich 

men who go to heaven.  There are poor men who go to hell and poor men who go 

to heaven.  

In any event, this much is clear: the poverty of Lazarus worked to his 

blessing.  In his suffering he was forced to draw close to God.  He would have 

pondered the words of Scripture.  He would have prayed.  And it is clear from the 

story that he found God.  When he died angels carried him to Abraham's bosom--to 

a place of honour at the heavenly banquet table.  That didn't happen because of his 

poverty.  It didn't happen because of his suffering.  It happened for the only reason 

it has ever happened or ever will happen.  It happened because he had turned to the 

Lord in faith, trusting in his promises.  

And so in reality Lazarus actually became rich—much richer than the rich 



man—although no one could see it.  And this leads to the second contrast.  We 

have looked at the outward, superficial state of the two men, but there was an 

inward reality as well.  The poor man was rich spiritually; the rich man was poor 

spiritually.  One had God and little else; one had everything he could imagine, but 

not God.  And note this: neither of the men at this opening stage in the story would 

change places with the other.  The rich man did not value Lazarus’ spiritual riches; 

he did not want them; he had scorned them.  Lazarus would not have traded his 

riches in God for any earthly treasure.  Years ago I saw the videotaped testimony of 

a man dying horribly from AIDS.  He was emaciated.  His insides were 

disintegrating.  He had lived a sad and wicked lifestyle but upon receiving his 

diagnosis he began to ponder the deep things of life.  He gave his heart to Jesus.  

And this was his testimony.  "I would rather have AIDS with Jesus than to be 

healthy and not know the Lord."  That man was rich indeed.

The next stage in our story comes with the arrival of death.  “The time came 

when the beggar died and the angels carried him to Abraham’s side.  The rich man 

also died and was buried.”  The rich man’s burial would have been a fine thing.  He 

had been favoured in life; that favour would have carried over to his send off.  I 

can see it in my mind’s eye.  Busloads of mourners.  Professional grievers.  

Tributes by the graveside.  Glowing articles in the paper.  Heaps of flowers.   It 

makes me think of the funeral corteges of Mafia bosses in which hearse after 



hearse is filled with extravagant flower arrangements.  As far as Lazarus is 

concerned, our story doesn’t even mention that he was buried.  Now he may have 

been.  It would have been in a potter’s field.  No ceremony.  No pomp.  No 

tributes.  But in any event, both were the same in this: both died.

Now death has been called “the great equalizer.”  That is true in one way.  

Death will come to us all, unless we happen to be the generation that is living when 

the Lord returns.  Everyone here today will one day go with a procession to a 

graveyard--but will not return to the church for sandwiches and potato salad.  Rich 

or poor, wise or foolish, high birth or low, death comes for all alike.  Solomon put 

it his way in Ecclesiastes:
For the wise man, like the fool,
will not long be remembered;

in days to come both will be forgotten.
Like the fool, the wise man too must die.

But death is not the equalizer in this sense: with the arrival of death blessings and 

agonies are not equalled out.  Death does not only equalize—it also accentuates the 

differences between men.  And that brings us to the third great contrast in this 

story.  Death enhances the spiritual riches of Lazarus, while it increases the 

spiritual poverty of the rich man.  To put it another way, the rich got richer and the 

poor got poorer.  As Jesus says in Matthew 25, “For everyone who has will be 

given more, and he will have an abundance.  Whoever does not have, even what he 



has will be taken from him.”  The rich man who didn’t have God not only lost God 

forever, he also lost everything else.  His house, his food, his clothing, his friends.  

All were gone.  Lazarus, who had God, got other riches beside.  Everything he 

could imagine.  He went from glory to glory.

Beloved this makes hell such a wretched place and heaven such a blessing:  

Hell is not only a place of suffering, although it certainly is that.  But, you see, the 

loss that is suffered in hell is continually increasing.  It becomes ever more acute, 

ever more desperate, ever more miserable.  There is an eternity in which things go 

continually downhill.  And on the other hand, the blessings of heaven are always 

on the increase.  There is a growth in joy and service and praise and glory.  James 

Boice said it this way: “In heaven the pleasures of the saints increase forever.”

Up until now the differences between the rich man and Lazarus have run 

parallel but opposite courses.  We have earthly riches set against heavenly ones, 

true poverty contrasted with true riches and an increase in true misery in 

contradistinction to increasing joy.  Now that pattern changes.  For Lazarus, death 

brings a confirmation of his beliefs, values and outlook.  He had known God in life 

and in death he finds that the promises God made to him in this life are granted in 

all their abundance.  The faithful God he trusted proved faithful and true.  The only 

difference is that with death Lazarus knows this not through the eyes of faith but 



by sight.  

With the rich man, however, things are quite different.  Death for him was a 

shock.  A rude awakening.  His value system and beliefs were overthrown in an 

instant and he came to believe things he never would have countenanced before.  

Think of it this way: The rich man came to see the truth he had long denied.  He 

became ever poorer in his spiritual state but richer in knowledge.  He became 

richer in knowledge in three areas.  First, he “looked up and saw Abraham far 

away, with Lazarus by his side.”  That is something he had never done before.  He 

had never looked up to heaven.  Now in his earthly life he would have had some 

head knowledge of heaven.  He would have been a member of the local 

synagogue--perhaps a leading member and supporter.  He would have known what 

the Scriptures teach about life after death.  But the devils know that too, and it 

doesn’t help them.  Simply knowing something in your head does not mean you 

have faith.  On the other hand, while giving lip service to his religion he might not 

have believed at all.  A lot of people today are in that same boat.  They say things 

like, “I think that hell is on earth, in the suffering that I am going through.”  When 

people say that I shudder.  How that will change the first moment after death, for 

there is no suffering that anyone undergoes in this life that is not buffered by the 

grace and mercy of God.  



Jesus said that the rich man “saw Abraham far away, with Lazarus by his 

side.”  I don’t know if Jesus was teaching that those in heaven and hell can see 

each other.  It might mean that.  Or it might be figurative language.  But in any 

event, whether seeing with the eyes or seeing with the understanding, the moment 

after he died the rich man understood that there was a real heaven and a real hell 

and that he had chosen the wrong destiny.

The second area in which the poor rich man became richer was in prayer.  

He hadn’t tried it before.  Having had the world’s riches, I suppose he didn’t think 

there was anything to pray for.  But he became convinced there was something to 

pray for when passed from life to death and found himself in torment.  Now as we 

examine his prayer, we will find that made mistakes, as might be expected with a 

man who had not prayed before.  Let’s look at them.  First of all, he prayed to 

Abraham, instead of to God the Father.  Such a prayer is, of course, worthless, for 

only God answers prayer.  And second, he prayed for the impossible.  He prayed, 

“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 that simply 

could not be done.  First, it couldn’t be done because it wasn’t right, just or proper.  

The rich man’s condemnation and suffering was just.  “Remember,” Abraham 

replied, “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 in any event, 



a great unbridgeable chasm was fixed between them.  The separation between 

heaven and hell was absolute.  It cannot be overcome.  

When this prayer could not be answered, he asked for another impossibility.  

“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.”  Do you 

see how, even in hell, there is no true repentance.  The rich man is saying, in effect, 

"The Bible is not enough.  More is necessary.  Send someone to my brothers.  If 

someone had been sent to me, I would have believed.  That I am in this situation is 

not my fault.  God should have done more."  That prayer was, of course, useless.  

Worse, it was blasphemous, for the Bible sets out, as the Westminster Confession 

declares, "all things necessary for [God's] own glory, man's salvation, faith and 

life."  As Abraham put it, "They have Moses and the Prophets; let them listen to 

them."  They have the Bible; all they need to do is read and hearken to its message.  

And if they won't listen to the Bible, they won't listen to someone risen from the 

dead either.  

In John 11 we find the story of Lazarus.  Not this Lazarus, but a different 

one, the Lazarus who was the brother of Martha and Mary.  He got sick.  He died.  

He was in the grave four days.  And Jesus brought him back to life.  When people 

began to turn to the Lord because of this, the Bible tells us that the chief priests 



began to plot to kill Lazarus as well.   

Now, in death, for the first time, the rich man prays.  He prays fervently.  He 

prays with more passion than he had ever shown for anything else before.  But, for 

all his heartfelt passion, he prays insincerely.  That is his final mistake in prayer.  

The British evangelist Brownlow North made this point.  He asked himself how it 

was that the rich man could show such tender love and concern for his brothers, 

when in hell there is no love.  There is no compassion.  When the selfishness that 

characterized his earthly life was only intensified in hell and made that much more 

devastating, how could the rich man in torment be thinking of someone else?  

North answered that by saying the prayer lifted up for his brothers was really lifted 

up for himself.  What he wanted to avoid at all costs was the arrival of his brothers 

in hell, for he knew they would berate him throughout eternity for not warning 

them in this life of the torment to come.  (North made an application to this point 

by saying that the most miserable creature in hell is the minister who didn’t warn 

his flock about the reality of hell, for his flock will howl curses at him throughout 

eternity for his negligence.)  His prayer was just as selfish in death as his whole life 

had been before passing.

The third thing the rich man learned that increased his knowledge and his 

despair was that his prayer, such as it was, was too late.  In learning this, he must 



have been plunged into utter despair.  There can be no greater feeling of 

helplessness than that of finding yourself in hell and coming to the realization that 

not only will there be no release, things will only get worse, and that for all 

eternity.  

And so we come to the last contrast.  We have seen the contrast between the 

earthly condition of the rich man and Lazarus.  We have seen the contrast between 

the spiritual condition of the rich man and Lazarus.  We have seen the contrast 

between those two men in death—one whose understanding unfolds and becomes 

deeper and one whose understanding is shattered into a million pieces.  And now 

we have the final contrast between the hopeless condition of the man in hell and 

the hopefulness of the same man’s condition before.  You see, after death there is 

no hope for change, but while there is still life there is still hope.  And here the 

parable speaks to us personally.  We have "Moses and the Prophets."  And we have 

the apostles, too.  We also have the witness of the saints down through all the ages.  

And there is still time for us to listen to him who has risen from the grave.  You can 

pray, pray to God the Father, pray for that which is still possible, pray in sincerity 

of heart.  You can turn from sin and believe on the Lord Jesus Christ.  

Christopher Marlowe was one of the great authors of the Elizabethan period.  

He wrote the classic treatment of the Faustus story in English.  Faustus was a man 



who sold his soul to the devil in exchange of secret knowledge and intense 

pleasure here on earth.  The devil gave him what he wanted, but the time came for 

the bill to be paid and the devil came to take him away to hell.  Faustus, in despair, 

begs time to stop.  
O lente, lente, currite noctis equi.

Run slowly, slowly, horses of the night,
The stars move still, time runs, the clock will strike,
The devil will come, and Faustus must be damned.

The words are chilling, but they are not true to life.  It is not possible to sell your 

soul to the devil.  The devil owns no one and while we live it is not necessary that 

anyone be damned.  Christ is preached.  The door is open.  Today remains the day 

of grace.  Don’t wait.  Come to Christ and know the eternal blessings he has for his 

own.  

In closing, let me say one last word to those who have turned to the Lord but 

are troubled by their loved ones who haven't.  Perhaps you are worried about sons 

or daughters, brothers or sisters, mothers or fathers, husbands or wives.  You know 

the reality of sin and the reality of salvation, but you have a dear friend who seems 

oblivious.  You have spoken to them of what Jesus has done for you.  You have 

tried to model what it means to be a Christian.  It seems that nothing you have 

done or said has made a difference or has awakened them to their obligations or 

their danger.  You have done all you can think to do.  You know that if you 



continue to speak to them in the same way they will simply turn you off.  What are 

you supposed to do?  You are to use this as an occasion for fervent prayer, and as 

you lift them up before the Lord, pleading that he would awaken them by his 

mercy, you are to remember a number of things.  First, remember that you too were 

once dead in trespasses and sin.  Your estate was just as lost and desperate as theirs.  

Second, remember that God showed you mercy even though it cost him the death 

of his Son on a cross, even though you in now way deserved it.  It was his grace 

and his alone that brought you from death to life.  Third, remember that the Bible 

teaches that "the prayer of a righteous man is powerful and effective."  God has 

used the prayers of his people as a means to convert the hearts of sinners before.  

Why would he not do the say again?  And last, pray in full submission to the will 

of God.  He knows what he is doing.  He knows what is best.  So pray saying, 

"Lord, whatever you decree in this matter, I bow down to your authority and 

holiness and righteousness with thankfulness and love in my heart and confess not 

my will, but Thine be done."  Such prayers God will honour.  In Christ’s name.  

AMEN.    


