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Theme: Life before death? 

 

The parable of the rich man and Lazarus is one of the best known stories in the 
Bible. But what is it about? What is the point of the story? 
 
Contrary to what one might think, this parable is not about life after death, but about 
life before death. Jesus is not telling this story to give us a picture of hell, but rather 
to teach us something of life. Although we can draw some conclusions from the story 
regarding the hell, it is not a detailed discussion of what it looks like. 
 

The Bible, especially the New Testament, tells us about God's grace toward sinners, 
but also demands mercy from us, towards those who suffer. These two issues are 
related to one another: Grace and Mercy. With this in mind, Jesus tells us this story. 

 

1. The story is directed to the "rich man" (verse 14) who was mocking the words of 
the Lord Jesus. Who is the rich man? The multimillionaire? The two guys who are 40 
million richer after they had to share the 80 million lottery last week? The people who 
have much more money than us. No, the rich man is symbolic of: 

• The self-sufficient, independent person who needs nothing from his or her        
neighbor, but also has nothing left for them. 
• In other words, people who feel they are okay without other people in their 
lives,  especially people like Lazarus. 

 
This is a typical attitude in societies where there is wealth. You will not easily find this 
among people who suffer and live from day to day - they usually care for one 
another. (Maybe DVD) 

Now, do not disqualify yourself too soon as not part of this group, for verse 15 warns 
us that God knows our hearts. He knows everything! He knows our deepest 
attitudes. Just as He also knew the Pharisees' deepest motives. 

 

2. Perhaps we should also look at who Lazarus is. Who is this person that the rich 
man must see? I believe Lazarus is a symbol of those in need. I am reluctant to say 
the "poor" because so many of us regard ourselves as “poor” ... while that is just not 
true. Lazarus are the people among us 

     • who can no longer help themselves. 
     • The powerless, the unimportant according to all human standards. 



      • The totally opposite of success and prestige. 
      • The man who hopes for the remains of the rich man's table. 
      • The man who puts all his hope in God for help (Lazarus: God is my help) 
 
3. Why did the rich man have to see Lazarus?  I'm sure he had enough arguments 
as to why he can pass Lazarus without helping .. arguments we all use from time to 
time, such as: 
      • that the person who does not want to work should also not eat (2 Thess 3:10) 
      • What you sow you will reap (Gal 6:7) and this man is surely in this position 
because he "asked for it". 
      • Or what about: God rewards but also punishes, and we should not interfere with 
that 

But Jesus himself has overthrown all these arguments from us by engaging in the 
Lazarus’ in life and His command to us is ... go and do just that. (Luke 10:38 - in the 
parable of the Good Samaritan) This would be our first reason why we should help 
the poor: Because Jesus (God's Word) asks of us to do it. 
 

But there is a second reason, which is clearly demonstrated in the parable: There is 
a correlation between what happens in our lives before our death, and the 
circumstances after death. What we are doing now is decisive for our lives hereafter.   

This is why I said before: The Bible tells us not only of God's grace toward sinners, 
but also demands mercy on those who suffer. Consider, for example, Jesus' words in 
Matthew 25: 31-46 (I was hungry, thirsty, naked, and you gave me nothing… Where 
should we have given? When did we see you hungry and thirsty?)  Looks to me as if 
God is testing our faith and trust in Him in this area. Luke writes a lot about this. To 
him, the credibility of the Church's life and witness is closely linked to the way we 
deal with the people entrusted to us. 
 
The question therefore is: What do we do with Lazarus at out gate? 
 
On this side of our death, we can still bridge the gap between us and the poor. We 
must bridge it, because once we are dead, it will be forever to late. This is what the 
rich man had to hear: “… there is a great chasm (gap) between us and you, so that 
those who want to go from there to you can not, and those who are there can not 
overcome us .”(26)  Someone (Dirkie Smit) made the remark: The rich man thought 
he didn't need Lazarus, but he really needed him a lot. Lazarus was an opportunity 
for the rich man to do good. He had to show mercy to Lazarus, then he would have 
discovered true life and not be in this place of torment. 
 
For the same reason, we need the poor! So we can discover the life that is often 
found only in serving others. So we can practice bridging the gorge. 
 



Because if we do not manage to do it in this life, we will one day find ourselves on 
the wrong side of the gorge, and then it is too late for bridges to be build. 

In God's kingdom, a radical reversal of values takes place. What was humanly 
honored and sought after and desirable on earth (the rich man), changes to pain and 
disappointment and longing. And what was humanly desired and needed and longed 
for (Lazarus), are replaced by honor, joy, satisfaction. God's opinion on what is 
important and what is not, is radically different from what we would expect. 

The gorges we created on this side, stay in God's kingdom unbridgeable. 

 

4. When the rich man realized this, he pleaded that Lazarus should  be send to his 
father’s house to his 5 brothers to warn them. He knows his brothers. He knows they 
live exactly as he did ... think exactly like him when he was still alive. 

But the request is refused. The rich people have the Bible that tells them about all 
these things and that can change their lives. (Heb 4:12; Rom 1:16) They have 
everything they need to know God's will and know what is important in this life. 
Those who do not obey the Word receive no further demonstrations - such as people 
descending from heaven. 

And, as expected, this answer upset the rich man even more! He knows how it is! He 
himself also had Moses' law and the writings of the prophets! He knows that one do 
not listen to it if life is so prosperous. One needs something more, and what could be 
better than the dead visiting you?  But again Abraham shows it off because he 
knows it won't necessarily make them listen. As their rich brother, when he was still 
on earth, they would not recognize Lazarus either. 

(This is a prophetic word of Jesus. He knows that people will not necessarily all 
come to faith if a dead person rises from the dead and visits them. Another Lazarus 
was raised from the dead (John 11), and although a lot of people came to faith after 
the miracle (John 11:45), a bunch did not come to faith (46) And what about Jesus' 
own resurrection from the dead? Even then a lot of people still did not come to 
repentance - many of them were Pharisees, who took note of it, but only persisted in 
their unbelief.) 

 

5. Who are these 5 brothers for whom the Word is not enough? 

First of all, it is the Pharisees ... who loved money very much. (:14) Earthly People 
sneering at Jesus and His actions and His message  

    • They were religious, 
    • Were very devoted to what they believe. 
    • They knew Moses and the prophets. 



But Moses and the prophets did not change their lives. For they did not do what it 
asked. 

Who else is part of the 5 brothers who are still alive? 

We! The readers of Luke! We are those 5 brothers. The parable is given to us to 
make us sensitive to the needs of our neighbor. But not only make us sensitive, also 
to help us do something! We are often addressed by people's needs ... but do 
nothing about that. Sometimes the "huge-ness” of the problems sets us off and we 
wonder, "What can I do about that big need?" But…It's interesting that this story of 
Lazarus and the rich man is one of 2 individuals. One man's failure to do something 
to another. God doesn't expect you to change the world ... just relieve one person's 
need! 

 

6. The rich man did not realize the seriousness of the matter every time he walked 
past the poor Lazarus. In Lazarus, God himself came to the rich man and invited him 
to life. And the man didn't notice it. 

May it not happen to us. 

Martin Luther says in one of his sermons: God is everywhere in this world. In every 
alley, street, sometimes in front of our door, we find Christ. Do not go to heaven and 
say, "Oh, if I can only see the Lord God, how will I honor Him in every possible way!" 
But the Lord says, If you want to see Me, don't seek Me among the angels. I'll come 
to your house, and you'll see Me hungry and needy, just open your eyes! 

Christ is indeed everywhere we go. In the form of a neighbor in need. 

Do we pray that the "troublesome Lazarus" should disappear from our lives? Or do 
we desire to discover Christ in the Lazarus at our door?  

 

Amen 

 


