September 28, 2025

Luke 16:19-31

Last week, I mentioned that one of the topics pastors don’t like to talk about, but Jesus talks
about all the time, is money. Today, we see a topic that pastors, at least me, like to talk about
even less than money, but Jesus talks about more than anyone else: Hell. I’ve heard pastors
sometimes say that when we have a church like ours, actively attempting to grow and make
disciples, which means being welcoming and winsome to non-Christian visitors, that we
shouldn’t mention Hell in sermons. “It’s too big of an obstacle! People will get offended and
never come back.” But Jesus has no problem talking about the reality, the horror, and the
permanence of Hell. A person may say, “I don’t believe that a God of love could ever send
someone to hell.” But Jesus is a God of love, divine, perfect, mercy and love, and he also talks
about hell more than any other person in the Bible- precisely because he is a God of love, and he
doesn t want you or me to end up there. Jesus is the friend of the hellbound. So here, he
teaches about Hell using a brilliant parable- 1. The Root of Hell, 2. The Rot of Hell.

1. The Root of Hell. The two men could not be any more different. The rich man dresses in
purple- a purple robe was kind of like the Versace, Armani, Prada, (expensive luxury brands) of
the ancient world. Purple dye came from these snails off the coast of Phoenicia, and they would
process these snails and they would get this purple dye, and that dye would make these beautiful
robes- but it took thousands of snails to make just one robe. In the same way that wearing an
expensive dress or shoes is a sign of status, purple was a sign of status. Only the elite could
afford to wear something like that. But not only was his robe elite, he had luxury underwear too-
the “fine linen” in Greek is the word “bryssos”- which was a fine, linen undergarment worn only
by the wealthiest people. The Greek says, literally, he had happy feasts every day lavishly. He
lived a lifestyle that was over the top. A few years ago, a picture of Beyonce pouring a bottle of
champagne into a hot tub went viral because that bottle of champagne cost $18,000. That’s the
kind of picture Jesus is painting- obscene wealth. And he was fun! He was the life of the party.
Everyone likely thought he was such a good guy- clearly because God had blessed him with so
much wealth, and he shared it with all these people and loved to see people enjoy the party. He
was so generous, allowing everyone to come and enjoy his wealth and wine and music- he had
EVERYTHING. Except one thing- a name. Jesus doesn’t name him. He’s simply the “rich man.”
Because that’s all he is. Just a rich man. Take away his riches, and he’s nothing. And he figured,
like most people at that time, that clearly God was okay with him because he was blessing him
beyond anyone else! Not the case. There was a man at his gates that God wanted him to help.
Instead of using his wealth to be a blessing to others, he used to gratify his desires. He didn’t go
to hell because he was rich, but because his god was his riches. He wanted nothing to do with the
true God, he certainly didn’t want to obey him and use his riches to help the poor, and at the end
of his life, a long life of using his wealth to keep God at a distance, God said, “Your will be done.
You don’t want to be near me, then you won’t be.”



Ultimately, that is the root cause of why people go to hell. Hell is eternal separation from God.
God is goodness itself, God is love, God is light, God is joy, God is peace, every good and
perfect thing in this world that we enjoy comes ultimately from God and a part of God’s
character. Therefore, if you don’t want to be near him, you won’t be, but you will be in a place
with no joy, only sadness. No pleasure, only pain. No love, only hate. No light, only dark. Is hell
a punishment? Yes. Of course- and this rich man had plenty of horrible things that God had the
right to punish. It’s a just punishment, but also a just granting of the desires of this man’s heart- a
life where he doesn’t have to serve God. As one writer put it, there are those who say to God,
“Your will be done,” and there are those to whom God says, “Your will be done. The human
nature would rather reign in hell than serve God in Heaven.” But Lazarus is different. He has
nothing. He’s naked, cast before the gate of the mansion- starving for just a loaf of bread- but
people figured that since he was so poor and gross that God must be punishing him for
something really bad. So he got nothing. No friends- only the mutts of the street licked his sores.
He had nothing except the only thing that mattered: a name. God knew his name. “Lazarus,”
which comes from the Hebrew “Eliezer,” which means, “God is my help.” He had nothing, but
he believed God’s promise. He knew he was a sinner, he knew he deserved worse than what he
had, but he also knew that God would forgive him because of a savior coming into the world-
promised by Moses and the prophets, and although he had nothing, he had faith, he trusted in
God, and God took him home. Hell doesn’t have to be the destination. Jesus suffered the wrath
of Hell, he was abandoned by God in our place. Jesus suffered Hell so we don’t have to. So
don’t! The root of Hell, the reason people go, is because they push God away for something that
doesn’t last. It could be wealth, it could be beauty, success, love, popularity, and Jesus is saying,
“Don’t do that. It won’t help you, only I can.”

Another lesson to take from this before we move on- don’t let your circumstances tell you how
God feels about you. The belief that hardened the rich man, and many hellbound people, is that
because things are going well, God must be happy with me. Don’t assume that. And if things are
going poorly, and you’re in pain, lonely, afflicted, sad, don’t assume that God’s angry. He’s not.
Look to the one who is your help, see what he’s done for you- that’s how he feels about you.

2. The Rot of Hell. This is one of the most interesting of Jesus’ parables- because we see an
insight into the person suffering in hell, and it isn’t what you’d expect. Often, we think that Hell
is filled with people who are sorry for what they’ve done and ask God to let them out, but God
says, “No, it’s too late” and stomps them down. That’s not the picture the Bible gives. Notice
what the rich man doesn * do. He never calls to God. He calls to Abraham, but not God. He never
repents- he never admits that he did anything wrong. He never asks to leave. Sure, he’s
miserable, but he never asks to go to heaven. And he never accepts responsibility for his actions.
Even in Hell, he is the same selfish, delusional, greedy, fool that he was on earth- but he has no
money to hide behind. He calls out to Abraham and he tells him to send Lazarus. Wait a minute-
he knows Lazarus. He saw him at his gate. Begging and dying. And he never helped. Why?
Because clearly, he was better than Lazarus- and even in Hell, while has to look up to Lazarus in
heaven, he’s still looking down on him. “Make him come and soothe my tongue.” He still thinks



he’s better than Lazarus, and he would make him come down to hell for such a silly little task. It
would be hilarious if it weren’t so infuriating. And Abraham answers, “No. You are getting what
what you wanted. You wanted the wealth of the earth at the cost of your eternity. That’s what you
got.” But the rich man doesn’t give up, and this is fascinating- because it seems like for the first
time, he’s thinking about someone other than himself! “Send him to my brothers to warn them
because they are living just like I did and I don’t want them to come here.” And Abraham says,
“They have the Bible. The Old Testament. That is how God brings people to faith.” And on this
specific point, the rich man fights Abraham- which, again, shows how delusional he is. “If
someone warns them from the dead, they will repent!” What’s he doing? Read between the lines.
What’s he really saying? “If I were properly warned, / wouldn’t be here.” Even when he’s
showing love for someone else, he’s still being selfish and blameshifting. “It’s not my fault. It's
not fair. I shouldn t be here.” No one in Hell thinks it’s fair that they are there. Do they want to
repent and trust in God? No. But they also don’t think it’s fair that they are in hell. That doesn’t
make any sense! Exactly. The rich man is so prideful that he doesn’t want to leave, but also so
prideful that he can’t admit that this is fair. He is so blinded by pride and self importance that he
tries to boss around Abraham and Lazarus, and even his kindest, most selfless words are soaked
with self pity, blameshifting, and defiance of God. And what Jesus is telling us is #Ais is the final
product of sin gone unchecked. A rotten soul. Sin is a cancer, and it rots you, and if it takes over
your heart, it will destroy your heart. CS Lewis observes: “Hell begins with a grumbling mood,
always complaining, always blaming others... but you are still distinct from it. You may even
criticize it in yourself and wish you could stop it. But there may come a day when you can no
longer. Then there will be no you left to criticize the mood or even to enjoy it, but just the
grumble itself, going on forever like a machine.” The cancer of sin still resides in our hearts.
This is a warning- don’t let it go unchecked. Don’t let your lust, your greed, your hatred of
others, your pride, your laziness go unrepented for. It will rot you, and perhaps you’ve seen this
in others- sin takes over, and what used to be your grandfather, your friend, your neighbor is no
longer there, and that person is nothing but a complainer, a miser, a pervert. That’s what Hell is
filled with.

But the beauty of Heaven and salvation is that it’s the opposite of this. You and I are saved by the
grace of God- all by Jesus’ sacrifice in our place- he suffered Hell in our place. And did you
notice where Lazarus ended up? The bosom of Abraham. What is that? To be “in the bosom” of
someone is an ancient way of saying, “this person is in a place of honor, a place of joy, a place of
friendship.” In Heaven, Lazarus was transformed into who he was created to be- the weak,
sickly, broken man became someone so beautiful, so powerful, so honored, that if we saw him
we’d have to shield our eyes. That’s your future. God has declared you to be absolutely holy and
good- as if you’d never sinned- that’s how he treats you. He forgives and accepts you just the
way you are. But he loves you too much to leave you just the way you are. When God saves
someone, he, like any good father, teaches and forms and molds his children into who he’s
created them to be. And sometimes, that includes suffering. Lazarus wasn’t being punished, he



was being prepared for glory. If you are suffering, or are in a situation where you’re scared and
uncertain, or sad, or lonely, or being persecuted, you are not being punished. Jesus suffered, too!
You’re being protected from your own sinful nature- often it’s our pain that shows us the things
in ourselves that we’d rather not see, but need to see. Consider how often our friendships and
relationships are hurt by our own insecurities, selfishness, and God is now helping us shed
everything wrong with us through pain. You’re being prepared- God’s forming you and molding
you, little by little into the perfected you that you’ll be in the resurrection. You’re being
perfected. You’re being purified. You’re being preserved. Don’t lose heart, Lazarus. God is your
help. Amen.



