The rich man and Lazarus
Two themes run through this parable, like a seam of gold runs between two beds of rock

The first theme we will call ‘the reversal of fortunes’
Money, money, money 
Must be funny 
In the rich man's world 
Money, money, money 
Always sunny 
In the rich man's world 

Do any of you know what this song is called and who wrote it?

"Money, Money, Money", originally "Gypsy Girl", is a song recorded by Swedish pop group ABBA. 

It was released as a single on November 1, 1976 & was included on the group's album Arrival. 

"Money, Money, Money" was the 2nd worldwide hit from Arrival. 

Now you might be wondering why I have started the sermon with the lyrics to this song.  

The reason is that part of the story Jesus tells here, concerns wealth, money and fortunes!

Possible if the rich man was alive today his business would belong to the Fortune 500 club

We are given a glimpse of this rich man’s world
The rich man is self-indulgent and cares for no one but himself
He wears a purple cloth, which would have been extremely expensive and only the truly wealthy could afford it.
This man wanted to ensure that everybody knew he had money!

He also wore ‘fine linen’, which refers to the Egyptian cotton used for the best underwear

This man not only had expensive outer robes, but in case anyone was interested he also wore fine quality underwear!! 
In addition to his purple robes and expensive briefs, the man feasted ‘sumptuously everyday’.
He did not, suggests Kenneth Bailey in ‘Jesus, Through Middle Eastern Eyes’ observes the Sabbath.

His servants were never given a day of rest, and thereby he publicly violated the Ten Commandments every week.

His self-indulgent lifestyle was more important to him than the law of God.

The injustice he inflicted on his staff meant nothing to him.

Rich, Extravagant, Powerful
In contrast we hear about Lazarus
Lazarus is the only individual with a name in all Jesus’ parables
Major characters move in and out of the parables but are not identified by name.

The Good Samaritan, the Pharisee, the father, the older son and the sower are anonymous.

Lazarus is the sole exception, and therefore his name must be significant.

The name Lazarus is a Hebrew word that means “The one whom God helps.”

Lazarus lay, day after day, at the rich man’s gate and may have had a few scraps thrown to him, but was always hungry.  He was so sick he could not stand, and so poor he was reduced to begging.  

And now we hear that his name means “the one whom God helps”.  Surely this can be nothing more than a cruel taunt from a God who does not help at all.

Poor, Sick, Helpless
I mean what a contrast!

Illustration:  A number of years ago I lived in Jamaica.  This was as part of the Training in Mission programme, run through the Council for World Mission.  Part of my time was spent working in Downtown Kingston, which has recently been in the media concerning violence in the capital.  Downtown Kingston is a ghetto of poverty and gang related violence.  Poverty is evident everywhere.   

One weekend I visited, with some friends, a place called Ocho Rios and Dunns River falls.  Some of you may remember the first James Bond film called, ‘Dr No’.  Part of this film was shot at the Dunns River falls; a most beautiful place.  It has now become a tourist destination, with countless cruise ships coming in every week.  It is a place of affluence and wealth and a complete contrast to the countries capital.  

I saw firsthand the vast chasm between the poor and rich.     

In this story we witness firsthand the vast chasm between the rich man and Lazarus!

Playing on this word ‘fortune’ we witness how quickly the man with a fortune has his fortune reversed.  One minute he is rich the next he is without money

The rich man, with money, suddenly finds himself without anything, burning in Hades!
The poor man Lazarus, who had nothing, now finds himself in Heaven with Abraham
The tables are turned

So what was Jesus trying to tell those around him?
I’ve got it!

If we are poor now then we will go to heaven when we die

But if we have money or are wealthy then we better get ready for a warm reception

If that is how we interpret this parable then we have missed the point that Jesus is trying to get across to those listening.  
Jesus did not tell the story so that we would have a greater understanding of the afterlife 

To delve in eschatological debate over how wide or how deep the chasm is between heaven and hell

Remember that last week we heard a short poem on God and mammon in Luke 16:9-13.

In the first instance, Jesus is telling this story to challenge the Sadducees, who were wealthy, to think carefully about who they really serve, God or Mammon
Turning back to the story again we need to note that it is only the dogs that show any type of concern for Lazarus while he is alive!
Huh!
That’s right you heard correctly!

It is only the dogs that show any type of concern for this sick man lying on the ground!

Verse 21 says “but (alla) the dog came and licked his sores.”  
We need to note here that the English language tradition has understood the dog’s actions to be in harmony with the cruelty of the rich man, and thus the Revised Standard Version, translates the text “moreover the dogs came and licked his sores,” which indicates continuity with the rich man’s behaviour.

However, for more than a thousand years most Arabic versions have translated the Greek word alla as a contrast.  

In other words the dogs were not joining the rich man in tormenting Lazarus. 

Recent scientific scholarship has identified that saliva contains “endogenous peptide antibiotics,” which facilitate healing. A dog’s saliva contains such peptide antibiotics, and the ancients somehow discovered that if a dog licked wounds they would heal more rapidly.
Lazarus lay each day in the heat and flies of the village street.

The dogs gather to help him.

How awful to be compared to a bunch of dogs and be found wanting, but that is exactly what Jesus is saying here.  These dirty dogs show more compassion that one human to another. 

If the Sadducees say they serve God, they will have compassion for others 

In other words, Jesus is warning those around him, to consider their behaviour towards others.  

What is more important to us? Are we more concerned about how much we have and how to get more that we fail to see those around us who are struggling? 

Those who are, in one way or another, 

Sick, Poor, Powerless

What drives us in life?  Is it the pursuit of happiness or a success that causes others to become unhappy and unsuccessful? 

How often, do we as Christians feast sumptuously on God’s Good News?

And cloth ourselves in Christ’s righteousness

And yet fail to see those who are just outside the doors, longing, just longing to have a small morsel of what we consume, I would suggest at times unconsciously, everyday  
The Second theme concerns hearts of stone!

The well known saying “As thick as two short planks” came to mind when I began to think about the rich man in this parable.  He must have inherited his wealth rather than having earnt it through any wise investment.

I mean, he just doesn’t get it!

Illustration:  Who is the shortest person in the bible?  At first it was believed that it was Nehemiah (knee-high-mia), but later on it was discovered that Uriah the Shuite (shoe-height) held the honour. 

However last night I heard of a shorter man....the jailer who slept on his watch

At times there are some things that we just won’t get
However, finding himself surrounded in sulphur and fire you would hope that the rich man would realise something had gone awry 

But we can see throughout the dialogue with Abraham, the rich man is as thick as two short planks!
The rich man’s first demand is unbelievable.  When Lazarus was in pain, he was ignored by the rich man

Now the rich man is in pain and something must be done about it immediately!

After all he is unaccustomed to such things.  

Instead of an apology he demands services, and from the very man he refused to help in spite of his great wealth! 

He wouldn’t even give Lazarus some of his “dog food.”
He might as well have said, “Now Lazarus is feeling better and is on his feet, I would like a few services.

Given who I am, and he, being of the servant class, such service is expected.

Send him down Abraham – and hurry up about it.  Unlike Lazarus, I am not accustomed to discomfort!”

Nothing about his situation seems to have humbled him

Not even the fire or the discomfort has softened his heart!

Abraham gives the man a few home truths
And we await his response, now he must get it?

Of course, yes? No!!

If Lazarus cannot be used as a waiter, he can surely be turned into an errand boy to serve the interests of his superiors, such as the rich man and his siblings.

Once again there is no hint of repentance before Abraham or an apology to Lazarus!

With all that the rich man has experienced and heard from his peoples’ patriarch, his heart remains as hard as stone

Words do not soften his heart

Miracles have no effect

Not even the fires of hell tapers his selfishness
So what is Jesus saying to us?

There are people who refuse to acknowledge God, let alone accept that they are in need of any type of repentance 
Although we have been told to love our neighbour and to love God 
And although we have been given the means through the loving actions of Jesus Christ

Many will choose not to accept

They will not be persuaded!

As God’s people, do we then shake our heads and let out a cry of ‘they just don’t get it’ and walk away?
If they won’t be persuaded do we just give up?

No, we continue, we continue even in the face of refusal
Even as our God continues to love his rebellious creation
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