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Sermon for the 19th Sunday 
after the Pentecost 

 

It is the Word! Alone! 
I remember hearing people in a Bible study debating 
whether our Gospel lesson was a parable or a true story.  
Jesus would be in a position to know such truths, since He is 
true God, if this were a true story.  After all, Jesus never 
called this a parable.  Others argued that it had the form of a 
parable, including the fact that the hero of the story, Lazarus, 
has a name that has a symbolic meaning, "God has helped", 
or "God is my Help".  Of course, there are other, real people, 
in the Bible with the name "Lazarus", so that last point may 
not have much weight.  

It would appear, and most experts who study Scriptures 
would agree this is a parable.  I have heard a number of 
sermons based on this text, and they have come with an 
astounding number of different messages.  I have heard 

Text: Luke 16:16-31 

 
. . . And in Hades he [the rich 
man] lifted up his eyes, being 
in torment, and saw Abraham 
far away, and Lazarus in his 
bosom.  And he cried out and 
said, 'Father Abraham, have 
mercy on me, and send 
Lazarus, that he may dip the 
tip of his finger in water and 
cool off my tongue; for I am in 
agony in this flame.' ... 
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sermons about doing good works, sermons describing what 
heaven and hell are like, and sermons describing how some 
people get their good things in this life and some get them in 
the next world.  The problem seems to be that most 
interpreters of the parable forget that the only really 
applicable detail in the parable is the one that we call the 
"tertium", the point of comparison.  All of the other details are 
meant only to make the story work, or be memorable.  The 
point of comparison in this parable is the comment about 
Moses and the Prophets, which I take to mean, the Word of 
God.  Our theme, then, is, "It is the Word. Alone!"  

The story of the Rich Man and Lazarus is such a good one, 
that it is easy to get lost in the details, and to take them to 
mean things that they simply do not.  The Rich Man is 
painted as the villain.  He is wealthy and does not care about 
his neighbor, played by the one called Lazarus.  Lazarus is 
poor.  He is so stereotypical in his poverty that his life, as we 
meet him, is pathetic in its misery.  He is sick, and scabby, 
and only the dogs seem to take pity on Him, licking his 
sores.  Jesus has set up the clearest of contrasts, easy 
wealth versus painful and pathetic poverty.  

Should the rich man have had pity of the poor man?  Of 
course.  But this is a story of contrasts, not a morality play.  
Lazarus is given a name, but only so that we might identify 
him as a child of faith, one whose trust is in the Lord.  Poor 
Lazarus desired to eat the scraps that fell from the rich 
man's table - to eat his garbage, if you will, but even that was 
too much compassion for the rich man.  Lazarus is the child 
of God whose help is in the name of the Lord, and the rich 
man is so heartless and wicked that he knowingly withholds 
his refuse from the poor man outside of his door.  Here we 
could preach on how being the child of God is no guarantee 
of ease or success in this life.  It would fit, but that is not the 
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point of the parable either.  Neither is the wickedness of the 
rich man the real point.  It is just a tool in the story. 

Back to the parable, how do we know that the rich man is 
knowingly withholding even the smallest of compassions 
from Lazarus?  Later in the parable, the rich man recognizes 
Lazarus as Lazarus lies, comforted, in the bosom of 
Abraham.  He had been aware of Lazarus, and He had 
withheld what Lazarus needed.  So the scene is set: good, 
humble, and poverty-stricken, versus rich and heartless and 
uncaring.  Where could you find a clearer contrast?  Sadly, 
such stark contrasts in such close quarters do exist in our 
world, even today - even in our own country.  

Should you care about those less fortunate than you?  Yes.  
Should you respond to such situations and take a warning 
from the parable?  Probably.  Is that the point of what Jesus 
is saying? No.  Not only can you draw all of these inferences 
out of the story, but also so could the most ungodly 
unbeliever.  That doesn't stop anyone from being sick, or 
poor, or rich, or hard-hearted and self centered.  It maybe 
should, but it doesn't, and that is not the purpose of the 
parable.  Such compassion does not make one a Christian 
or particularly holy.  

Lazarus dies, and we are told that he is carried away by the 
angels to Abraham's bosom, a first century Israel image for 
what we would call "heaven" or "paradise".  Then the Rich 
Man also dies, and his fate is coldly reported simply as 
"being buried".  Once again, the contrast in maintained.  One 
fate is good and the other is not so good.  Immediately, the 
rich man finds himself in torment in hell.  Hell is the abode of 
the dead, a rather neutral place among the pagan Greeks 
and Romans, but clearly, expected to be a place of torment 
among the Jews, who have some sense of the judgment in 
the afterlife already in place when Jesus speaks to them.  
This is a place of that fire which does not go out, the worm 
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which does not die, and that pain that does not cease, as 
Jesus describes it elsewhere.  It is what we would picture as 
'Hell', although the word is not used in the story.  Part of the 
torment for the rich man is clearly the knowledge that not 
everyone is suffering so.  The rich man sees Lazarus in the 
company of Abraham at a great distance.  Lazarus is at 
peace and comforted, not sharing in any of the torment of 
the rich man.  

The rich man apparently understands something of the 
justice of the situation, and pleads only for a small mercy - a 
drop of water to cool his tongue momentarily.  He is then 
informed, by Abraham, of the nature of the situation and 
reminded of how, when the situation was reversed during 
life, Lazarus received no such mercy from Him, and besides, 
things are so arranged that even if he would want to, 
Lazarus cannot provide the requested relief.  

Are you supposed to be frightened by the threat of 
condemnation depicted here?  That would be a reasonable 
response, but that is not the purpose of the parable either.  
This story is not told to make you more eager to show 
mercy, or to be a good person.  In fact, it is reasonable to 
assume that everyone hearing the parable from Jesus 
understood the justice of the situation, and knew the facts 
that Jesus explained to the rich man through the mouth of 
the character of Abraham.  Right about now, they are all 
nodding in agreement with Jesus.  Jesus is not trying to 
teach mercy or compassion here.  That is something they 
should have already learned as children at their parents' 
knees.  The evil will suffer in the judgment!  

Then the rich man asks for Lazarus to be sent to his 
brothers, to warn them and spare them the misery of his 
condition.  Abraham reminds him that they have Moses and 
the Prophets - they have the Scriptures - to warn them!  
Again, everyone knew that.  Then the rich man makes his 
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point that the Scriptures didn't work with him!  The Scriptures 
had failed in his case and he reasoned, as everyone 
listening to Jesus would have, that Scriptures and the church 
might not work, but if someone came calling from beyond the 
grave, that enormously powerful sign would shake them to 
their core and awaken them to their danger!  I would guess 
that everyone listening to Jesus that day would have been in 
agreement with the rich man in the story at this point.  

Let's face it; we would be tempted to agree too.  Too often, 
the Bible, and even church, is just not enough.  We get 
comfortable.  We get jaded.  We get so used to hearing it, 
and being preached at, that we tend to think we already 
know it and we kind of take it for granted.  That's why it is so 
easy to miss church when something "special" comes up.  
We can miss for a birthday, or for a vacation, or for special 
company visiting, or because we did not sleep well last night 
- excuses that wouldn't be sufficient for missing work, for 
example, but for church, and for the Word of God we know 
that stuff, and it is always there.  We can miss it this time.  
What's the harm?  

We hear the same sort of thinking when people talk about 
doing something special to draw other people into the 
church.  The treasures of the grace of God, and His riches in 
Word and Sacrament are not enough to bring people in, but 
if we did something special!  Ahhh!  Then they would come!  
We need to figure out how to sell 'this stuff' more effectively!  
Forgiveness of sins, resurrection from your grave, 
everlasting life cannot draw them in, but if we find something 
really exciting, something really special, then they will come!  

Have you ever stopped to think of how silly that sounds?  
Rising from the dead isn't special?  Living forever in glory 
and health and peace and joy isn't worth their time?  The 
medicine of immortality is slim pickings, but maybe we can 
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find something really nice, something really special to draw 
them in with? 

Anyhow, Jesus has them hooked with the oh-so-human 
boredom with God's stuff and the idea that the really unusual 
will work where God's Word simply cannot.  Then He drops 
the whole message on them.  This is what the whole story is 
about.  'If they do not listen to Moses and the Prophets, 
neither will they be persuaded if someone rises from the 
dead.' If the Word of God does not move them, nothing will.  
Not even something as exceptional as someone rising from 
their grave and coming to them and telling them, warning 
them, will make a dent in them.  It is God's Word or nothing 
at all will work!  

Now, I imagine that there were a lot of people listening on 
that day who disagreed with Jesus.  I would guess that some 
of them thought that Jesus was wrong, and that a person 
rising from the grave would surely move people to sit up and 
take notice.  It is like the people who figure if they could just 
find Noah's Ark that they would prove the Bible is true and 
bring the whole world around to the Christian faith.  But 
Noah's Ark did not work that way even for everyone who 
rode on it.  Why would it work that way for skeptics today?  
Besides, Jesus proved that what He said was true by dying 
and then rising from the grave, and some of those very 
people who were listening that day, like some of those 
Pharisees that Luke tells us Jesus was talking to that day, 
were witnesses to His death, and knew without a doubt that 
He rose from His grave, and yet they did not believe in Him.  
Some of them tried to silence the witnesses to the 
resurrection.  They paid the guards to lie about it.  

Jesus has risen from the grave, but not all men believe.  
Jesus has risen, but men still sin, boldly, and abuse one 
another, and don't care one little bit about the misery of their 
brothers.  They have heard about sin and hell and 
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damnation, and they just brush it aside without a care - until 
they, too, stand in the flames and dream about just a drop of 
water to cool the tip of their tongues.  If the Word of God 
cannot move you, change you, inform you, strengthen you, 
and guide you - nothing can and nothing will.  

Your sins have been forgiven because Jesus died in your 
place, on the cross.  He rose from His grave to prove that sin 
and death and hell have been conquered and taken out of 
the way.  You will rise from your graves by the power of 
Jesus and live with Him forever.  He that believes and is 
baptized shall be saved!  

Now, Should you live a life of compassion?  Yes.  Should 
you be holy?  That is the command and will of God.  Will that 
save you?  No.  Jesus has already done that.  Is any of that 
the point of this parable?  No.  

The parable teaches you to listen to the Word of God, and 
take it to heart.  If the Word of God is in you, you will have 
and you will know all that you need to have and need to 
know, by the grace of God.  The parable is meant to tell you 
that salvation is by the Word of God, or not at all!  Faith 
comes by hearing the Word of God.  You are born again by 
a seed that is living and imperishable, that is, by the Word of 
God.  So take heed to the Word, and trust in the Lord with all 
you heart.  It is by the Word that you will do it, or not at all.  

That is the point of the parable of the Rich Man and Lazarus. 


