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I. Set Up 

II. Introduction 

A. Forty years ago, psychologists at Stanford University began conducting a 
study with four to five-year old children designed to measure the child’s ability to 
delay gratification. It’s now famously referred to as the Marshmallow test.  And it 
went like this.  

1. They brought a child into a special room and then set a 
marshmallow in front of them. They then said, “I’m going to step outside. 
I’ll be back in a while. If you do not eat this marshmallow while I’m gone 
I’ll give you two Marshmallows to eat when I get back.”   

2. So, one marshmallow now or two in a bit. The researcher then left 
the room and filmed the kids, who were left alone for 15 minutes. Some 
ate the marshmallow right away. Others waited a bit and then ate it. Some 
made it the whole fifteen minutes. (It looked like this – SHORT VIDEO 
CLIP HERE) 

3. Well, over the last forty years they’ve kept tracking these kids and 
discovered that in just about every area they measured – SAT scores, 
substance abuse, general health, response to stress, you name it – the kids 
who waited outperformed those who did not. Those who had more 
“impulse control” did better than those with less.  

B. The parable we are going to look at today makes a related point on a 
grander scale. It suggests that those who eat the Marshmallow (who act like Essau 
and go for what they want right now) are making a big mistake because we need 
to live today in light of forever.  After all, forever matters. Eternity Changes 
Everything. 

C. Let’s jump in.  

D. We are in Luke 16.  Jesus is teaching his disciples and others. In the 
previous parable – on the Shrewd Manager – he had also argued that we need to 
think ahead. In fact, He went so far as to commend a dishonest man (an 
embezzler) saying, “at least he was thinking about his future; I like the fact that he 
was using what was available to him right now to provide for himself later on; I 
wish my followers would do the same.”  

E. We now roll into the next parable1, which begins with verse 19: 
																																																								
1 Some have argued that because of the level of detail – e.g., Lazarus has a name – that this is not a parable 
but a true story.  I disagree. Most scholars contend that the “story of Lazarus” is another parable. In The 
Future Gulf Between Two Worlds, John Gerstner writes the following:  We recognize that we have here a 
parable. That is to say, this manifestly is not an exact description of the other worlds as they were at the 
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III. V19-21: There was a rich man who was dressed in purple and fine linen and 
lived in luxury every day.  

A. Purple was rare.  The dye came from small crushed snails. It was 
expensive. So, wearing purple signified that you had money.  It was like having a 
Hermes tie or Snake Skin cowboy boots or driving a Tesla.   

IV. There was a rich man who was dressed in purple and fine linen and lived in 
luxury every day. At his gate was laid a beggar named Lazarus 

A. So the rich guy walked past this man every day. Maybe stepped over him.  

V. There was a rich man who was dressed in purple and fine linen and lived in 
luxury every day. At his gate was laid a beggar named Lazarus, covered with 
sores and longing to eat what fell from the rich man’s table.  

A. Some commentators suggest that at the time = because there were no 
paper napkins – many families baked a certain kind of bread that you used to wipe 
your hands after you washed them. Then you threw it away and that this is what 
this guy was waiting for.  

VI. Even the dogs came and licked his sores. 

A. Which is humiliating – and it’s public humiliation.  

B. We are being given a study in contrasts. There are two men. One is rich 
and one is poor; one lives in luxury, the other in abject poverty; one lives in a 
gated home while the other sleeps on the sidewalk outside the gate.  

																																																																																																																																																																					
time of telling the parable. For example, the parable has Dives in apparent physical misery, judging from 
the fact that he desires to have the tip of his tongue moistened. However, the Scripture indicates that bodies 
are not resurrected before the return of Christ. Rather, the bodies of the dead remain in the grave and 
nothing presumably happens to them except decay until they are later raised from the dead. Whatever the 
answer to that point may be we may be certain that there is this impassable gulf between the two future 
worlds. Jesus may be describing these future worlds by way of anticipation; that is, He may be describing 
the condition of those who are in these worlds in a future time when the final state of them has been 
established. Or, He may simply be expressing in more easily understandable terms of bodily suffering the 
misery which persons presently in Hell feel in their souls. But we are citing this passage to show that the 
Bible teaches the impassability of this separating gulf between the two future worlds. And this the parable 
very clearly — and indeed emphatically — does, even though it may leave us somewhat uncertain about 
some details. Regardless of whether this scene is taken to be utterly metaphorical, whether it is taken to be 
an anticipation of the future and final state of the two worlds; or whether it is a description in bodily terms 
of the present spiritual anguish of those in the evil world to come, the one point with which we are 
concerned remains the same in all instances; namely, that there is a wall of separation between these two 
worlds and it is impossible to go from one world to the other even temporarily. 
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VII. V22: The time came when the beggar died and the angels carried him to 
Abraham’s side.  

A. Generally speaking, in the Bible the words heaven and hell are used to 
describe the final destination of people after the resurrection of our bodies. 

1. When we die our body goes into the ground but our soul or spirit 
moves on.  We read about this in 2 Cor. 5 and other places. To be absent 
from the body is to be present with God. There is no down time between 
death and the next life. There is no soul sleep.  However, for a while our 
soul and body are separated – which is not how things will ultimately turn 
out.  

2. In the Book of Revelation we are promised that at a future point 
there will be a resurrection of our bodies and they will be glorified and 
reunited with our souls.  

3. At that point, we move to our final destination: heaven or hell.   

4. Right now – technically speaking – no one is officially in heaven 
or hell. It’s more theologically accurate to talk about an Intermediate 
State, which has both a wonderful place (pre-heaven) which is called 
things like Abraham’s Side or Paradise and one that is horrible (pre-hell) 
which is typically called Hades. 

B. So, V22:  the poor man dies and goes to the good place – here it says 
Abraham’s Side. Reading on: 

VIII. V22b: The rich man also died and was buried.  

A. We are not told about his funeral, but you can imagine it was significant 
but no angles carried him anywhere. 

B. By the way, we are not told that the poor man was buried because he 
probably wasn’t. He was too poor. The implication is that his body was tossed 
into a common grave, perhaps the pit outside the gate, in the Valley of Gehenna – 
which was part town dump, part common grave. Back in a dark period of Israel’s 
history, when they were led astray by some of the nations around them, there was 
a time when some offered child sacrifices – and they did it in the Valley of 
Gehenna. Later on no one wanted to go there. It was viewed as vile and cursed, so 
it became the town dump. And later on, Jesus would use the term “gehenna” to 
describe the fate of those who died at odds with God. In fact, the Greek word 
gehenna is translated Hell in English. 

IX. V22: The rich man also died and was buried. In Hades, where he was in 
torment, he looked up and saw Abraham far away, with Lazarus by his side.  
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A. Let me pause here to note something: we are not told the name of the rich 
man. Did you notice that? I think this is significant.  

1. Tradition has assigned this man a name – Dives – which is a 
derogatory Latin term for the rich, think “money bags.”   

B. But Jesus does not give him a name and I think that is important. Names 
meant more at that time; Lazarus’s name means “God is my help – which would 
seem ironic in this world though not in the next;” and given the back and forth 
contrast that is set up in this parable – rich / poor; sumptuous food / hoping for 
crumbs; fine clothes / covered in sores; mansion / sidewalk – the fact that we have 
a name for one but not for the other is noticeable.  

C. And I think the reason he doesn’t have a name is because he no longer has 
any money, and consequently he no longer has an identity.  

D. Think about it. The big idea here is living in light of eternity, but there is 
also a focus on money. Jesus has just told the story of the Shrewd Manager.  Here 
the contrast is between a rich man and a poor one. Money – or the lack thereof – 
is being highlighted.  

E. The rich man’s identity was his wealth. Now he doesn’t have any money, 
consequently he doesn’t have an identity.  

F. If your identity is in God it goes on. Circumstances may change but they 
do not change you. If your identity is in something temporal – like beauty or 
money or your career – well, that is not going to last. 

G. It’s worth pausing to ask, “So who are you really? Do you have a name? 
What distinguishes you? What is lasting about you? There is nothing wrong with 
being an artist or a business person, a mother, an entrepreneur or an athlete. But if 
that is your main identity, then Houston we have a problem. Our main identity 
needs to be found in God. 

X. The rich man also died and was buried. In Hades (the bad side of the 
intermediate state), where he was in torment, he looked up and saw Abraham far 
away, with Lazarus by his side. So he called to him, ‘Father Abraham, have pity on 
me  

A. It’s worth noting that he calls Abraham, “Father Abraham” which suggests 
that he saw himself as a person of faith. He viewed himself as a child of the 
promise.  

XI. The rich man also died and was buried. In Hades, where he was in torment, 
he looked up and saw Abraham far away, with Lazarus by his side. So he called to 
him, ‘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.’ 
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A. When I’ve read this before I have always thought, “Wow, Hell is bad.” 
(Technically Hades today, but as I said, most people use the terms Heaven and 
Hell today and that’s OK). Hell is bad. Jesus is making the point that if we die in 
our sins it’s really bad.” And that’s true. But I read something else here now.  

B. Before I tell you what, let me step back for a moment and say, “I realize 
that I am freaking some of you out here because we’re not supposed to talk about 
hell any more.  

1. Some of you think, “No, I believe in hell.  But some of you 
dropped Christianity a long time ago for just this reason. 2 “I can’t go 
there. I cannot believe in hell. I cannot believe a loving God would ever 
allow this.  And I’m not exactly sure how my friend got me here today. “ 

2. I understand. I hear where you are coming from. In 21st century 
Western culture the widespread suggestion is that everyone – other than 
Hitler – is heading to Heaven.  Today it’s OK to use hell as a swear word 
– “Hell yes,” or “Hell no,” or “What the Hell” – the term can be used in a 
casual way. But it’s not OK to use it if we mean it. Not if we think it’s 
real. So I am freaking some of you out and you are thinking, “How did I 
get here?  

3. But Hell comes up a number of times in the Bible – always from 
Jesus by the way. No one else talks about it, so it’s not like you can say, 
“Oh, that’s just Paul or that’s the Old Testament.”  

C. Jesus talks a fair bit about hell and what he says is always bad.  And while 
I do not think his descriptions of hell are to be taken literally (I do not think there 
is a literal lake of fire).3 I do think there is a place or a state and that it is 
unspeakably bad. Before you sigh in relief, “it’s not literal” please realize, when 
someone uses hyperbole to describe something, they typically do so because a 
regular description is inadequate. Reality is better – or in the case – worse than the 
hyperbole.  

																																																								
2 Today there are many “no-hell” churches. Concerning this Gerstner writes: The traditional churches have 
not changed their creeds, but there can be little doubt that they have changed their preaching. Walter 
Lingle, I think it was, once wrote about “The No-Hell Church” where that doctrine had never been 
mentioned for more than twenty years. John Sutherland Bonnell said that it had been even longer in his 
Fifth Avenue Presbyterian Church. How many “No-Hell” churches exist, no one has dared to estimate. Hell 
is so dreadful that the very thought of it is well-nigh unbearable. At the same time, the conviction is 
growing that religion without a Hell is not worth much. It seems that the church can neither live with the 
doctrine nor do without it. 
 
 
3 Among the reasons I do not, one is this: I do not see how we could combine a lake of fire, bottomless pit 
and utter darkness. I think these are all metaphors.  
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1. I wish there was no hell but I believe there is.  I defer to Jesus on 
these things. I think He knows better. He is wise in ways we are not. I 
realize this freaks some of you out. Please stay with me.  

D. So, I said, I used to read this and think about how bad Hell is, now I read it 
a bit differently. What do I mean by this? Now when I read this I am amazed by 
how clueless and stubborn the rich man is.4 This guy doesn’t ask to be rescued or 
ask for a second chance; he doesn’t repent; he doesn’t own his sin – in fact, as we 
keep reading you’ll see that he is going to subtly blame others for his situation.  
What he does is act like he still has power and privilege. He tries to force Lazarus 
to serve him. This guy doesn’t get it. He is in serious denial. 

XII. The rich man also died and was buried. In Hades, where he was in torment, 
he looked up and saw Abraham far away, with Lazarus by his side. So he called to 
him, ‘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.’ V25 “But Abraham 
replied, ‘Son, remember that 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 besides all this, between us and you a great chasm has been set in place, so that 
those who want to go from here to you cannot, nor can anyone cross over from there 
to us.’ 

XIII. It’s worth noting that there is no hint of a second chance or a do-over. Generally 
speaking there are four big options out there for what happens next: 

A. Naturalism – which says that the material (natural world) is all that exists. 
We have no soul, nor is there such a thing as eternal life.  

B. Reincarnation – the idea is that we have multiple, successive lives – that 
we die and return to life over and over again. The Eastern view generally 
advances the idea that we keep coming back until we have worked off our karmic 
debt. Once that is gone we advance by joining the unified cosmic consciousness 
of the universe.  

C. Universalism is the third view. It says that there is a heaven and everyone 
goes there. It’s a bit of a subset to the “All Religions are the same” idea.  

D. There is a lot of debate and confusion on what happens after we die. Not 
in the Bible. It’s quite clear. In Hebrews 9:27 we are told that we die once and 
then face judgment.  And there is a heaven but not everyone goes there.  

																																																								
4 I am indebted here to both Tim Keller and C.S. Lewis for this point.  
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XIV. V27 “The Rich Man answered, ‘Then I beg you, father, send Lazarus to my 
family, for I have five brothers. Let him warn them, so that they will not also come 
to this place of torment.’ 

A. The parable shifts here from a focus on Lazarus and the Rich Man to 
those still living – the five brothers and by implication all of us. 

XV. 29 “Abraham replied, ‘They have Moses and the Prophets; let them listen to 
them.’  (This would be our Old Testament).  

XVI. 30 “‘No, father Abraham,’ he said, ‘but if someone from the dead goes to 
them, they will repent.’   

A. It seems like he wants George Marley to come back and let his brothers – 
who play the part of Ebeneezer Scrooge – to hear in hopes that they will change 
their ways.  

XVII. 31 “He (Abraham) said to him, ‘If they do not listen to Moses and the 
Prophets, they will not be convinced even if someone rises from the dead.’” 

A. Which, of course, is what Jesus is about to do. But even then that will not 
be enough for them  - which feels like a slam on the Pharisees.  

XVIII. So, what are we supposed to pick up on here. Let me highlight a few things: 

A. First, the rich man’s attitude makes it clear that he does not feel like he 
was adequately warned, or that he is to blame This is not what the Bible teaches. 
This is not what Jesus implies or what Paul says in Romans 1 – where he writes 
that everyone knows that there is a God, although some people suppress that 
knowledge. It is not convenient to believe that there is a God because if there is 
then we are accountable. 

1. Let me pause here to note that what some rail against – and say 
that they cannot believe – is in a God that sends people to hell - throws 
people in, slams down the lid and then laughs while they are trying to 
climb out. We do not get that picture from the NT. 

2. The New Testament picture is of a God who pleads for people to 
come home. In Romans we are told that “God gives people up to their 
desire” which suggests that this is what people are choosing. And in the 
Gospels we see Jesus weeping over Jerusalem and expressing his 
frustration that people march in the wrong direction.   

3. One of the ways theologians have explained hell is that it’s the 
complete absence of God.  
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4. God keeps reaching out.  But eventually He says, “You want to be 
left alone? OK. Here you go. I will step away and take anything that might 
remind you of me.”  Those who argue this way point out that Hell is 
described as the absence of everything.  

a) It’s a bottomless pit; it’s utter darkness (the absence of 
light) and it’s fire –not literal fire, but the unquenched desires of 
those who are left totally alone – no love or light or friends or 
grace. Hell is just us given the independence from God we are 
after.  

5. In The Problem of Pain, C.S. Lewis develops this line of thinking.  
Writing to challenge the idea that God sends people to hell and then closes 
the lid before they jump out – he says, that is a completely wrong way to 
think about this.  Let me read you this quote: 

a) In the long run, the answer to all those who object to the 
doctrine of hell is itself a question: “What are you asking God to 
do?” To wipe out their past sins and, at all costs, to give them a 
fresh start, smoothing every difficulty and offering every 
miraculous help? But he has done so, on Calvary. To forgive 
them? They will not accept forgiveness. To leave them alone? 
Alas, I am afraid that is what he does.”  

6. He then adds this oft-quoted statement:  

a) “The damned are, in one sense, successful, rebels to the 
end; the doors of hell are locked on the inside. . . . They enjoy 
forever the horrible freedom they have demanded, and are 
therefore self-enslaved.” 

7. In his book The Great Divorce he further develops this line of 
thinking. There he tells the story of people who are living in hell – which 
is a dark place dark spread out all over because people keep moving away 
from each other because they can’t get along with anyone and so they just 
want to be left alone. (By the way, in this book Heaven is a big city full of 
love and joy and activity. Friendship. It’s full of people who are healthy 
and friendly getting along in deep harmony.) But Hell is the opposite. No 
one can stand anyone so over eternity they keep moving farther and farther 
away from everyone else.  
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a) Well, in The Great Divorce – which Lewis is quick to say 
is just a story, it’s a parable of sorts – a story designed to make a 
spiritual point.  In The Great Divorce the people in hell are given a 
chance to catch a bus that takes them up to Heaven to look around 
– and even to stay – but they do not want to. They do not like it. 
They have grown so hardened and they are so proud that they 
cannot get over themselves; they cannot see the beauty or admit 
that they were wrong.  

b) All of this leads Lewis to argue that Hell is freedom run 
amok. He writes, “There are only two kinds of people in the end. 
Those who say, “Thy will be done. And those to whom God says, 
‘Thy will be done.’” 

8. In commenting on this same idea – that Hell is just us being given 
what we want. We are allowed to substitute things other than God for the 
God-shaped hole in our heart – in writing about this Tim Keller suggests 
that we think about addiction.  He then argues two points: 1) whatever we 
look to in order to feel good (alcohol, drugs, sex, food, money, whatever), 
whatever we are basing our lives around eventually fails us. We need 
more and more but it delivers less and less and we get more miserable but 
cannot stop; 2) isolation – we blame everyone else. We live in denial, 
increasingly cut off from everyone else.  

B. Second, this parable – following on the heels of the last one – is clearly a 
push to get us to think about eternity.  

1. Many turn to this parable to learn about heaven and hell. I do not 
think that’s wise.  I’ve already pointed out some of the things we can say 
about hell from other passages where Jesus teaches on it – and in the notes 
I site many others.5 But I do not think this parable is the place to look 
because parables are stories designed to make a point and you don’t want 
to read too much else into them.  The thrust of Christ’s parable here is: we 
need to live today in light of a bigger reality.  This means we need to pay 
attention to what we focus on – to what defines us – and those of us with 
money and power need to use it in light of God’s call.  

2. Please understand, the rich are not in trouble with God because 
they are rich. There are people – like Abraham, David and Job – who God 
blesses with riches.  But unless we are vigilant money changes us in ways 
that are bad for our soul. Money is more than slips of paper and few of us 
can handle the power and privilege it brings. It makes us feel entitled and 
self-made and independent of God. It blinds us to deeper truths and 
ultimate realities and we end up acting like the Rich Man in this story. 

																																																								
5	Mt.	8:12;	13:41-50;	22:13;	25:46;	Mk	9:43-49	
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3. At all times and in all ways we need to see our dependence on God 
and be defined by our relationship with Him and be conforming our lives 
to His priorities.   

C. Men and women, anything you make your identity besides God will end 
up leading you to this kind of crisis point.  

1. Over time our problems get out of control. If I am only going to 
live be 80 years then my anger (or lust or greed or envy) – which seems to 
be getting a bit worse over time – it’s OK. I’m on a bad trajectory but I am 
not going to live forever. But if I am going to live forever, then this 
trajectory is a problem.  God is the only one – the only thing – big enough 
to complete us and help us move forward.  And He is the only one big 
enough to fill eternity.  

XIX. As always, there are other things to observe here.  

A. It’s worth noting that Jesus seldom misses a chance to highlight the needs 
of the poor.  

1. We are not made right by our works – even our works on behalf of 
the poor – but we need to see how prominently the poor are featured in 
Christ’s life and teaching. He is always talking about them and the need 
for people to care for them. I’m willing to go a half step further and say, 
our attitude towards others – perhaps especially the poor – tells us 
something about our heart. A right understanding of who we are and of 
God’s grace will lead us to be gracious and generous.  

2. It’s worth asking, if you were poor would you like to be treated the 
way you treat the poor?   

B. But let me end with a challenge. Over the last two weeks, Jesus has been 
calling on us to live today in light of forever.  One of the things this suggests is 
that we need to be sharing our faith.  We need to be encouraging other to think 
about their eternity.   

1. The Gospel is Good News and we are not supposed to sit on it.  

2. The plan A – and there is no Plan B – the Plan A is that those who 
have heard about and experienced God’s love – will share it with others. 
Men and women, I want to encourage you to take some risks here. I want 
you to think about eternity and meeting God and thinking through what 
you did with what you were given. Think about what a joy it could be to 
point to all the others you invited to the party. 

3. I will hit this again next weekend. But right now let me say, there 
is an easy ask coming up. It’s called Alpha – which we have done now for 
close to 15 years.  
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a) Well over 20 million people have gone through Alpha. It is 
free. It is starting in less than two weeks. It will be held on 
Tuesday evenings at Lake Forest campus and Wednesdays at CR.  
It includes dinner.  

b) Let’s watch this short video that tells us more. VIDEO 

C. Men and women, we are going to live forever. During the last two weeks 
Jesus has told us that this life needs to be shaped by that prevailing reality.  You 
are going to live forever.  

1. This life is short 

2. Eternity is not 

3. The opportunity to make a difference for forever is now.  

a) Live and give and love and serve as if it matters forever.  

 


