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The parable of the rich man and Lazarus. A wee story that makes you 

think, doesn’t it? 

 

Well, that was the purpose of Jesus’ parables – stories with a message 

– like Little Red Riding Hood for adults: If your mum tells you to walk 

straight to your granny’s, you better do that, or you might just be eaten 

by a wolf! 

 

Unfortunately, if you try to interpret this parable without taking the 

original context into consideration, you might end up thinking that the 

message here is that one day poor people will go to heaven and rich 

people to hell. That if you have a hard life here on earth, at least you can 

look forward to life after death, but dear oh dear, if you have an easy life 

here on earth, you better enjoy it because that is where it’s going to end! 

 

Luckily, that’s not what this parable means at all. It’s not about rich and 

poor, it’s about crossing boundaries, about taking a step into the 

unknown, about taking chances. It’s about your attitude towards life. 



In the first century Mediterranean world, life was defined by boundaries. 

Actual boundaries and spiritual or emotional boundaries. Every city had 

a city wall and huge gates that kept some people inside and shut others 

out. And they did exaclty the same with their attitude towards others as 

well.  

 

If you were lucky enough to be one of the people allowed in, you had a 

good life – people taking care of you, enough to eat, respect. But if 

anything happened to you that made you different from the rest, if you 

were ritually unclean because you contracted a disease or you had a 

disability, or if your family disowned you because they didn’t approve of 

your behaviour or if you were one of the unlucky ones who didn’t have 

an extended family – then you were chucked out of the city and that was 

you on the slippery slope towards an untimely death. 

 

Because outside the city walls there was no-one to take care of you. And 

although this might sound shocking to us today – the rest of the people 

just didn’t care. Not because they were bad, but because that’s just the 

way society worked. If you were to take a beggar into your home – that 

would make you and your whole family unclean as well.  

 

People who were ritually unclean were not allowed into the temple of 

God. And to be able to go into the presence of God was everybody’s 

number 1 priority in those days. Nobody would knowingly do anything to 

jeopardise that. 

 

So, what’s wrong with this picture: A rich man dressed in purple, the 

colour of royalty, and fine linen, living in luxury every day… Ignoring a 

beggar lying at his gate, a man covered with sores, longing to eat what 



fell from the rich man’s table, even the dogs came and licked his 

sores...? We would think that there are lots of things wrong in this picture 

today, but that was not the case in the 1st century. 

 

Actually, in the 1st century, nobody would even bat an eyelid about this 

picture. People saw it every day, that’s just the way it was. The well 

dressed rich man couldn’t invite the beggar in – the beggar was unclean 

because of the sores on his body, which would be seen as punishment 

from God for something he did wrong. Dogs were unclean animals as 

well, and they were licking his wounds. Another sign that he should be 

left alone. People would try to stay away as far as possible from this 

beggar, because it was as clear as daylight that he was trouble! 

 

Hearing what happened in this story would have been a huge shock to 

Jesus’ listeners, because according to the rules of their society, the rich 

man was behaving impeccably! It would be seen as a disgrace to invite 

Lazarus into his home! That would make him end up on the pavement 

next to Lazarus. 

 

But Jesus is trying to open their eyes to the absurdity of their rules. They 

were living like this to please God, but somewhere along the line they 

lost track of what was important to God and what not… 

 

So Jesus shocked them by reversing the roles. They believed that the 

rich man would go straight to heaven and that the beggar would end up 

in hell one day. 

 

Did you notice that the rich man is just called “the rich man”, but that the 

beggar has a name? 



Lazarus is the only person in all of Jesus’ parables that has a name, and 

his name means “God helps”. 

 

Jesus is putting the whole society upside down with this parable – 

because having a name gave you value, made you important. The rich 

man, who thought that he was important, doesn’t even have a name. To 

not have a proper burial was the biggest disgrace you could imagine. 

The rich man had a proper burial, but look what that brought him! 

Lazarus didn’t, but he ended up going straight to heaven. 

 

It was only once the rich man was in hell that he understood what life 

was really about – but then it was too late. Nothing could be done about 

it. He so wished that Lazarus could go warn his family, open their eyes, 

but father Abraham, the father of the people of God, said no: there are 

plenty of warnings out there already. If they can’t see that, not even 

somebody rising from the dead will convince them otherwise. 

 

Of course here Jesus is referring to what was going to happen to him 

later. He knew very well that those who wanted to understand the 

Scriptures and listened to the prophets would do that, but those who 

would rather follow their own heads and their own customs, wouldn’t 

realize what life was really about even after his crusifixion and 

resurrection. 

 

Sometimes people stubbornly just see what they want to see. 

 

The purpose of this story was to open their eyes, to make them realize 

that actually God couldn’t care less about the rules of purity and impurity 

– that God cared about people, and that he wanted his people to care 



about each other too; even to an extent of suffering the consequences 

now. But that would be okay, because one day they would be with God, 

which would make all their suffering worth while. 

 

 

It’s not nice being left out, being the one on the wrong side of the gate, 

looking in on what life is like for those on the “other side”. 

 

When we came back from our summer holiday, I realised at the airport 

that I left our house key in South Africa. Honest mistake. While we were 

waiting on the taxi I frantically went through all our bags, just in case, but 

it wasn’t there. 

 

Now usually if something like this happens to us, it’s André’s fault, but 

this time it was me. And I felt terrible! So I started phoning around… 

Luckily it was a beautiful sunny day, I suppose camping out in your 

garden with your 2 wee boys afer a long 12 hour flight could have been 

worse if it was pouring rain! 

 

But because it was a nice day, nobody was in! The property convenor 

didn’t pick up his phone, and the 2 other people in the congregation who 

could possibly have manse keys were away on holiday. But I phoned 

them anyway; just in case. To no avail. When at long last somebody said 

they would come pick us (and our  4 huge cases and all our hand 

luggage) up, I tried this one couple who were on holiday again, hoping 

that their daughter was maybe in and could look for the key somewhere. 

I didn’t have much hope, but I had to try. And right there, they picked up! 

They’d come home a day early, just 5 minutes before I phoned! So 



before the sun set we were in our house, not locked out anymore, and 

relieved like never before… 

 

It’s not nice being on the outside longing to be in… 

 

I know that, you know that. Whether this is because you are physically 

locked out, or because emotionally others make you feel like an 

outsider. 

 

Our job as Christians is to open doors, to cross bridges, to build bridges, 

to break down walls, to tear down fences, to open gates. 

 

In the life God wants us to lead there shouldn’t be an inside and outside 

– in Jesus, God opened his arms to all of us, he calls each one of us, by 

name, to be a member of his family, and no one of us is more important 

than the next person. No matter who they are. 

 

We need to take that step, we need to reach out our hands and include 

others. But that’s easier said than done. 

 

Because we have this defence mechanism inside us, that make us build 

walls around ourselves, thinking that we are protecting ourselves, where 

actually, we are doing the opposite. We are making ourselves more 

vulnerable than ever. 

 

Living in South Africa, in a country where you are never safe, taught me 

all about walls. We had 6 foot walls around our garden, with electrified 

fencing on top, an electric remote controlled gate and burglar proofing in 

front of our windows. We were trying to keep the baddies out, but at the 



same time we were isolating ourselves. We didn’t even know our 

neighbours. Nobody could just come and chap our door. 

 

But even with all these precautions, one night the armed robbers still 

came in. And if there is one lesson they taught me, it’s that if you really 

want to break down a fence, you can. 

 

So let’s do that. Let’s make sure, as people of the light, that nobody we 

meet is ever left out in the darkness.  

 

Let’s include people in our lives. When you see somebody standing 

alone when you have your cuppa after church, go talk to them. Break 

down the barriers. When you shut your partner out of your heart 

because they hurt you, go make it right. Cross that bridge. 

 

Don’t think of people who suffer in general terms – don’t call them the 

poor, the sick, the refugees, and then just forget about them. They all 

have names, like Lazarus. If you can do something to better the life of 

even just one Lazarus, do it! Open that door. 

 

And do these things now, before it is too late. We know very well what 

we should do. We have met somebody who was risen from the dead – 

let’s not ignore the impact that should have on our lives, let’s do what 

God wants us to do NOW, regardless of what the other people around 

us are doing, regardless of the customs in our society, regardless of the 

fact that we Christians often find ourselves in places where we are the 

minority. Tear down the fences. 

 



Let’s make sure that our arms are never crossed, but always open; that 

our church door is an entrance, and not a barrier. 

 

I have it on good authority that if we live like this, if we strive to build a 

barrier-free world, we won’t regret it. Not now and not ever. 

 

Amen 

 


