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Introduction

The narrative in Luke 16:19-31 grew out of a conversation which Christ had with the Pharisees. He had taught on the danger of the love of money (verses 1-2), the deceitful nature of riches (verses 9-11), the right use of property (verses 11-12), the worthlessness of earthly esteem (verse 15), the need of listening to Moses and the prophets (verses 16-17), and the evil of adultery (verse 18). The design of this narrative was to impress these truths upon the people and warn men of the danger of Hell-fire.

NOT A PARABLE

For centuries scholars have disputed whether these verses are a parable or real history. I believe they are a historical incident for a number of reasons. 

First, the whole story is so graphic and forcible that it appears to be the language of narration and not a parable. The expressions, “There was a certain rich man,” and “There was a certain beggar named Lazarus,” show our Lord is giving history. He is relating the history of two men who had some time in the past lived and died in Jerusalem. These two men could have been known to some of the people who heard Him speak.

Second, Christ does not call this narrative a parable. Neither does Luke the writer of this book. Parables are generally introduced into the sacred Scripture by such statements as: “He spake this parable unto them, saying …” (Luke 15:3). But no such statement is used in connection with the story of Luke 16:19-31.

Third, our Lord does not use proper names in His parables, yet we find the names of Lazarus, Moses, and Abraham in this account. Abraham and Moses surely are not fictitious characters, seeing we read much of them elsewhere in the Bible. The name of the rich man is not given so as not to be offensive to his relatives and friends. Some have called him Dives because that is the Latin word used in the Vulgate for a “rich man.”

Fourth, if it is a parable then what are the parabolic dogs who licked the parabolic sores of the beggar who lay at the parabolic gate of the parabolic rich man’s house and desired to be fed with the parabolic crumbs which fell from his parabolic table? Will someone please tell me? 

Fifth, peradventure it be a parable, what difference would it make? In either case the great truths would be the same. Be it history or a parable the lessons taught us are the same. Any attempt to deny the truths taught here by pretending this is a parable casts contempt upon the person of Christ. It is to say this story is a fable. I cannot for one single moment entertain the idea that the eternal Son of God fabricated a story upon a falsehood.

THE DISTORTION

Those who say this is a parable give it various allegorical meanings. Some say the rich man is Herod Antipas and Lazarus, John the Baptist (Tertullian and Schleiermacher). Others make the Jewish nation the rich man and Lazarus the Lord Jesus Christ (Vitringa and John Gill). All such ideas are wild and weird; they are very unsatisfactory to honest inquiries after God’s truth. Soul-sleepers hate this passage as it exposes their false teaching.

A Russellite leader from St. Louis, Missouri, told me in the early 1960’s that this parable showed how it would be with the righteous and the wicked on the resurrection morn. But our Saviour speaks of the state of these persons at Death. He says nothing about their resurrection. While the rich man’s soul was in Hell he had five brothers living on earth (verse 28). These five brothers had the means of grace offered them: “They have Moses and the prophets, let them hear them” (verse 29). There is no means of grace offered wicked men after the resurrection (Daniel 12:2; John 5:28-29). Furthermore, it is declared by Abraham that if one went back to his five brothers on earth they would be going back “from the dead” (verses 30-31).








I. THE DELINEATION OF THE RICH MAN (verse 19)

“There was a certain rich man, which was clothed in purple and fine linen, and fared sumptuously every day” (verse 19).

HIS DRESS

Note the words: “There was a certain rich man, which was clothed in purple and fine linen …”
This man was doubtless a Jew as he calls Abraham his father and he calls him son (verses 24-25). He was probably a rich Pharisee by descent and lived in a splendid mansion on the hill. He was clothed in purple which was the most costly color and the royal color of that day (Acts 16:14). Clothes dyed with purple were worn by none but the rich and noble (Matthew 27:28, Isaiah 1:18).

“Fine linen” or byssus was chiefly produced of the flax on the banks of the Nile in Egypt (Proverbs 7:16; Ezekiel 16:10; 13; 27:7). It was soft and white and it was sold for its weight in the purest of gold. Its expense was so great it could be worn only by princes, priests and the very rich (Genesis 41:42; I Chronicles 15:27; Exodus 28:5).

HIS DIET

“. . . fared sumptuously every day.” He did not do this occasionally, but he did this constantly. His house was one continual scene of banquetings and gaiety. Every day of his life was a round of sensual enjoyments. He lived in mirth and splendor. Here was a life completely given over to self-indulgence and merry-making. He knew what it was to “have a good time.”

This man did not go to Hell because he was rich. There is no more sin in being rich than being poor. Abraham, Job, and Joseph were rich men, but they used their riches for God’s glory. The man in our story did not just have riches; his riches had him. His riches were a snare and a curse to his soul (I Timothy 6:9-10). Satan knows that nothing can tempt a man more than the glory and grandeur of the riches of this world (Matthew 4:9; Job 21:13-14).

The sin of the rich man was contentment without God. He was so tied up in his own selfish enjoyments that he had nothing to spare for the wants of the poor. No hideous sin is laid to his charge. There is no indication he had acquired his property by dishonesty. It is never said he persecuted or plundered the poor. He was a respectable man in the community. Perhaps a man known to be religious and a member of the Sadducees. But there is one thing for certain about him: he was never saved or born again. He had everything but Christ as his Saviour.








II. THE DESCRIPTION OF THE BEGGAR (verses 20-21)

“And there was a certain beggar named Lazarus, which was laid at his gate, full of sores, And desiring to be fed with the crumbs which fell from the rich man’s table: moreover the dogs came and licked his sores” (verses 20-21).

HIS DISADVANTAGE

“And there was a certain beggar. . .” The Greek word rendered “beggar” is 31 times elsewhere translated “poor”. He was a man born for adversity. He was so poor and helpless he was dependent on the charity of others. This poor man had no home, no inheritance, no provision laid up for a single day. Like His Lord, he had nowhere to lay his head at night.

 “… named Lazarus …” The word “Lazarus” is the Greek equivalent of the Hebrew “Eleazar.” The word signifies “God’s help” or “God only is his help.” The name points to two things. First, it would be well suited for a beggar, a man destitute of help and a child of need. It may denote his needy condition. Second, I believe the name may tell us something of his spiritual condition. He was a man who trusted only in the Lord for his salvation. He had no portion of earthly goods in this world. He had found a better and enduring substance. Christ had become his everlasting portion. From the moment he trusted Christ this beggar in his rags with Christ as his portion was happier than the rich man with his purple and fine linen. And when the beggar died the One Who had been his portion in life was his portion in death.

HIS DESERTION

“… which was laid at his gate …” Lazarus had not even a mud-walled house for his habitation. He had no concerned friend or family on earth that we read of in this narrative. Maybe some distant relative had carried him down to the rich man’s gate to rid himself of trouble, hoping that where there was much wealth there would be a corresponding liberality. Or, maybe some person put him at the gate so the rich man could see him as he went in and out his gate from day to day. There at this gate, this poor soul lay through whatever wind and weather may have come, until he ended his miserable days on earth.

HIS DISEASE

“… full of sores …” This doubtless means he was covered with loathsome and offensive ulcers. His poverty and want had so sapped the healing powers of his body until he grew worse instead of better of his disease. He was well acquainted with human pain and restless days and nights.

“Moreover, the dogs came and licked his sores.” So miserable was his condition that the dogs, which may have belonged to the rich man, were moved by pity to lick his sores in kindness. Deprived of sympathy from man, the dumb brutes expressed their sympathy for the suffering beggar. In some cases an affectionate dog shows feeling far superior to the master who professes to own him. What a rebuke these dogs are to the rich man! They are evidence that sin sinks the human heart lower than the condition of the brutes that perish!

HIS DESIRE

“And desiring to be fed with the crumbs which fell from the rich man’s table: …” Lazarus did not desire a royal seat at the rich man’s table - not even the privilege of eating with the servants in their part of the house. He would have been more than happy to have been given the leftovers - a few crumbs which fell from the rich man’s table to the floor at mealtime. But there is nothing in this account to indicate that Lazarus was ever given one single crumb! The only help he received came from the rich man’s dogs!

It is never said that the rich man spoke harshly to him, nor that he beat him with a stick. He never tried to drive him away from his gate. Rather, he simply ignored him and his needs as he went in and out this gate from day to day. This beggar furnished the rich man an opportunity to be a good steward of God and to make one friend by means of mammon. Nevertheless, the rich man utterly failed to take advantage of this opportunity of service. 

In the days of Lazarus there were no asylums, hospitals, nor houses for the poor. Many heathen nations as the Hindus and the Sandwich Islanders leave their poor to public begging and destroy their aged people. The world is indebted to the Christian religion for hospitals, asylums, schools, homes for the aged, and all forms of charity. Neither has Atheism ever built institutions which care for the sick and needy.








III. THE DEATH OF BOTH OF THEM (verse 22)

“And it came to pass, that the beggar died, and was carried by the angels into Abraham’s bosom: the rich man also died, and was buried” (verse 22).

In life there was a great contrast between the rich man and Lazarus: one had purple and the other rags; one fared sumptuously and the other desired crumbs; one had companions of rank and the other companions of dogs; one was in good health and the other was sick; one had wealth overflowing and the other was perishing of need. The rich man was a thoughtless, selfish worldling who was dead in sin. Lazarus was a poor man with saving faith and who walked in the steps of Abraham.

The rich in the sight of men was “highly esteemed,” but he was “an abomination in the sight of God” (Luke 16:15). The “purple and fine linen” of man’s righteous is never beautiful in the eyes of God. The rich man thought he had need of nothing and knew not he was wretched, miserable, poor, blind and naked before God. (Proverbs 13:7) declares: “There is that maketh himself rich, yet hath nothing: there is that maketh himself poor, yet hath great riches.”

On the other hand, Lazarus was poor and loathsome in the eyes of the rich man and his neighbors, and yet he was “rich in the faith” (James 2:5) and had “treasures in heaven” (Matthew 6:20). The beggar was an object of disgust to many, but the Lord did not look on his outward appearance. It is often the case for the character of a poor and afflicted child of God to stink in the nostrils of a covetous, wealthy man of the world. The soul of Lazarus was a precious jewel to God, although the jewelry box in which it lay was in a broken condition.

THE DEPARTURE OF THE BEGGAR

“And it came to pass that the beggar died, and was carried by the angels into Abraham’s bosom.” I do not marvel that this beggar died in view of his misery and destitution. His poverty and disease probably hastened his death from the physical standpoint. His end was a gentle release from misery. There is no mention of him having a funeral. If he had mourners there is no mention of it in this account. He may have been thrown in a hole or in the city garbage dump. He probably had no more than a dog’s funeral. The poet wrote:

“They rattle his bones over the stones,

 He is only a pauper whom nobody owns!”

Although the world does not notice the passing of this beggar, the heavenly world takes special notice of his departure. Angels, who ministered to him on earth as an heir of salvation, do not forsake him in death. They watch his dying agonies and witness his last struggle, for God has commissioned them to escort the soul of Lazarus to Paradise. Perhaps the beggar said with his last breath, “O come, angel band, come and around me stand; O bear me away on your snowy wings to my immortal home.” 

As he goes flying through the air (the region of Satan), he is exchanging earth for Heaven - poverty for heavenly riches - rags for a white robe - destitution for abundance - sorrow for joy - death for eternal life. He had no dwelling on earth, but now he goes to a mansion in glory. He has now traded the companionship of dogs for that of white-robed angels. He goes to the bosom of Abraham. How indescribable the change!

THE DEMISE OF THE RICH MAN

“… the rich man also died …” The sun would shine no more on his purple and fine linen. His seat at the table would be empty. Riches and earthly glory could not keep away the king of terrors. His friends and physicians could not prevent the fatal stroke of mortality. He had despised all, neglected all, and died and left it all.

Neither the rich man’s riches nor the poverty of the beggar could ward off disease and death. In death both the rich and the poor meet together (Proverbs 22:2). In respect to death there was no common denominator. “It is appointed unto men once to die” (Hebrews 9:27). Both wise men and fools die (Ecclesiastes 2:16). The oldest (Genesis 5:27) and the strongest must die (Judges 16:30). No man can retain his spirit when it is summoned by the “Father of spirits” (Hebrews 12:9). There is no man who lives and shall not see death (Psalm 89:48). “Your fathers, where are they? and the prophets, do they live for ever?” (Zechariah 1:5).

“… and was buried.” The details of the rich man’s funeral are not given, but we can be sure it was expensive and ostentatious. He was buried amid pomp and pageantry. There was no doubt a great eulogy delivered over his lifeless body. A huge marble monument with a flattering inscription marked his remains. No doubt he had mourners who went about the streets. Relatives and friends mourned. But there would have been a great deal more mourning if they could have seen the awful condition his soul had just entered.








IV. THE DISTINATIONS OF THE TWO MEN

“… the rich man also died … And in hell he lift up his eyes” (verses 22-23). Nothing is said about how he got there. It would seem that as soon as he closed his eyes in death he opened them in the torments of Hell. Since good angels carry a righteous soul to Paradise it stands to reason that evil angels carry an unsaved man to the fires of Hell. It may well have been that evil angels dragged him there amid his screams for help. A poet has written: 

“Will angel hands convey,

Their brother to the bar,

Or devils drag my soul away,

To meet its sentence there?”

“I must from God be driven,

Or with my Saviour dwell,

Must come at His command to Heaven,

Or else - depart to Hell.”

Death does not end all. The soul survives the death of the body. The rich man continued to exist as a living personality. He left behind at death that only which enabled the soul to communicate with the outward and material world. All that constituted the real man - thinking, knowing, feeling, speaking - lived on without a suspension of the continuity of its consciousness. Truly the soul of man is immortal.

Immediately after the death of the body the lost soul goes to the fires of torment. Before the mourners went about the streets the soul of the rich man departed to Hell. Before the funeral was planned his soul heard its irreversible sentence and entered on its everlasting career. How dreadful the thought! Hell is a terrible place! 

In our day, ministers of Satan seek to water down the place the Bible calls Hell. They say it is Hades in the Greek and that it means the grave. But no honest Greek scholar will concede this claim to be true. Informed people know that the Greek language employs another word to mean grave. Hades
is the unseen world of the disembodied spirits between death and the resurrection. The Hell section of Hades
is where the wicked spirits go at death.

There are some very good reasons for rejecting the teaching that Hades is the grave in Luke 16. First, the rich man is said in verse 22 to be buried - put in a grave - and then be in Hell. Second, he is said in Hell to “lift up his eyes.” Anyone knows a dead person does not lift up his eyes in the grave. If he did, he could not be dead! When a person is deceased he closes his eyes in death. Third, the changing of the word from Hell to Hades does not do away with the torment of the place: “And in hell he lift up his eyes, being in torments.”

 Let heretics, who are slow of heart to believe all the prophets have spoken, say what they will. Luke 16 will for ever declare the immortality of the soul of man. This passage shows that between death and the resurrection there is no suspension whatever of life. The future is not a long night of unconsciousness till the body is raised. There is not only instant retribution but continued consciousness. The unsaved immediately enter into their penal sufferings and are bitterly conscious of its reality.

HIS DISTRESS

“… being in torments.” Time after time it is emphasized in this account that Hell is a place of torment. “I am tormented in this flame” (verse 24). “Thou art tormented” (verse 25). “This place of torment” (verse 28). These expressions indicate the sufferings of the rich man were very extreme. He is under punishment (II Peter 2:9 Revised Version). The tortures of Hell are so great there is “wailing and gnashing of teeth” (Matthew 8:12; 13:42).

Some would ask, “How can the soul be susceptible to bodily suffering before it is joined again to its body in the resurrection?” The seat of the five senses is in the soul. The body exists for the soul and all its senses are but ministering servants. The rich man, although a disembodied spirit, could see, hear, taste, and feel. This demonstrates the soul retains the five senses after death. If we believe the words of Christ we must believe that a lost soul can and does suffer intensely before the resurrection.

Some would further complain that a spirit cannot suffer torment. But this is untrue. Demons are unclean spirits (Matthew 8:28, 9:33; 10:1; 12:43; Mark 1:23; 5:2-6; 9:17-20; Luke 6:18; 9:39). During the ministry of Christ the demons said to the Saviour: “What have we to do with thee, Jesus, thou Son of God? art thou come hither to torment us before the time?” (Matthew 8:29). This question proves that the demons will one day suffer torment. This proves a spirit can suffer torment. More than this the Apostle Paul says: “Tribulation and anguish, upon every soul of man that doeth evil” (Romans 2:9). Here we see that the soul can suffer tribulation and anguish.

HIS DISMAY

“… and seeth Abraham afar off, and Lazarus in his bosom” (verse 23). Here we see that the departed soul of a wicked man retains his sight. Yea, he has a more splendid sight then than he ever had on earth. Being himself a disembodied spirit, he can see other disembodied spirits, see afar off, see all the way from Hell to Heaven. His first sight was most unpleasant. The rich man sees Lazarus, the beggar who once lay at his gate, in the bosom of Abraham (Luke 13:28). The bosom of Abraham was the place of rest and safety to which all believing Jews were carried after death. Abraham was the father of the faithful, and the head of the whole family of Israel, and to be with him after death implied happiness (Matthew 8:11).








V. THE DIALOGUE (verses 24-31)

“And he cried and said, Father Abraham …” Two things are evident in this expression. First, the wicked soul in Hell retains the faculty of speech. He can converse with souls of the righteous in Paradise. The rich man cried aloud as he was “a far off” from Paradise where Abraham and Lazarus were.

Second, no man will be in Heaven or Hell because of lineal descent. No national position is acceptable to God in the absence of a righteous character. Not all who are the fleshly descendants of Abraham are the spiritual seed of Abraham (Romans 2:28-29; 11:1-11). Here was a man who had not the faith of Abraham. No man will be in Heaven merely because he was an Israelite. This son of Abraham went to Hell because he never became a son of God on earth. 

HIS DISPAIR

“… have mercy on me …” (verse 24). The rich man on earth has become a beggar in Hell. He does not cry for justice, for he is already receiving that. He begs for mercy, not from God, but from Abraham. Self-righteousness has vanished in the light of eternity, and he pleads for relief on the ground of pity. This man showed no mercy to the beggar, now he has judgment without mercy.

It is remarkable that the rich man does not ask for release from Hell. He seems to know his sufferings are without end. There are no Universalists in Hell. The rich man does not ask for admittance into the high and happy place where Abraham and Lazarus are. He knew no unclean person could enter that place. He had no desire to be in a holy place. Paradise to him would have been Hell. He wanted relief, not regeneration.

“… send Lazarus, that he may dip the tip of his finger in water, and cool my tongue …” (verse 24). This shows how low he was reduced by sinking down to Hell. Death had worked a mighty change in his circumstances. His purple robe had become a garment of fire. He had denied the beggar a crumb from his table, now he is begging for a drop of water. He once despised the beggar at his gate, but if he would come to his relief he would almost hail him as a god. He cried for relief, not removal. He who had all the wines of the world on his table on earth now supplicates for a drop of water. The rich man does not ask for a gallon of water - not even a glass - He wants just one drop. How great must be his distress!

“… for I am tormented in this flame.” (verse 24). Many seek to deny the reality of Hell-fire. Religious infidels and cultists have labored for centuries to put out the fire in Hell. But the words of Jesus as He quotes the words of one of the inmates of Hell for ever settles this matter to the Bible-believer. There is real, literal, material, physical fire in Hell. The fire that burns there is the source of the torment of the rich man; it is what created his great thirst. This fire parched his tongue and made him cry out for one drop of water. Truly, unsaved men are “in danger of hell fire” (Matthew 5:22).

The rich man suffered torment because death removed him from his wealth and luxuries on earth. He still desired banqueting and ease, but the power of gratification is for ever gone. He thirsts for wine and water but there is none to drink. He is suffering the torment of a doomed and damned spirit which has insatiable passions. He suffers torment from the direct infliction of the wrath of God in the form of real fire. All of this is aggravated by the consciousness of the means he undervalued and the hope he cast away while he lived on earth.

THE DECLARATION OF ABRAHAM

“But Abraham said, Son …” (verse 25). Abraham does not deny the relationship between them from the natural standpoint. This was a kind and civil title. It was spoken by Abraham kindly and friendly. There was nothing harsh or cruel in it. The rich man was a rebellious son of Abraham. He neither walked like Abraham, nor trusted in Jehovah for righteousness, nor rejoiced to see Christ’s day. Now we see him as an abandoned and disinherited fleshly son of Abraham. Here Jesus shows the folly of those who boasted. “We have Abraham as our father.” 

“But Abraham said, Son remember …” (verse 25). Here we see the recollection of former things will be one of the worst parts of Hell. The memory of things during our lifetime on earth will pour oil on the fires of Hell. Gospel preachers now bid sinners to remember their Creator before the evil days come (Ecclesiastes 12:1), but multitudes refuse to do so. In Hell these people will hear a “Son, remember,” to which they cannot turn a deaf ear!

The memory will not grow dull in Hell. Memory is the faculty that will survive all. To remember the great truths of the way of salvation now is the greatest bliss, but to remember them hereafter must be the greatest of all miseries. Memory will ring that dreadful peal “for ever” in the ear of a lost soul. In Hell there is plenty of time to remember the past with regret and remorse.

“Son, remember that thou in thy lifetime receivedst thy good things, and likewise Lazarus evil things …” (verse 25). The Greek verb “receivedst” properly means “to receive to the full” Also in this verse it is seen that even Abraham pronounces wealth to be among earth’s good things.

Life on earth is seed-time, eternity produces the harvest. The rich man chose those things he considered to be good and cared only for these. He sacrificed his soul for fine linen and food. He despised the claims of the needy, the widow, and the orphan. He had chosen earthly things for his God and portion, and now an eternal lease of evil is his inevitable inheritance. “What shall it profit a man, if he shall gain the whole world, and lose his own soul?” (Mark 8:36).

The agonizing spirit of the rich man saw ten thousand sins coming within the horizon and bringing with them each a train of misery. His memory, like a whispering gallery, returned the deeds of a lifetime of neglected and lost opportunities. Each sin seemed to reproduce itself and cast its cold, dark shadow on the spirit of him who had committed it. What a fearful arithmetic was his! Even counting sabbaths lost for ever, offers of mercy rejected, kind words repudiated, sermons despised or explained away, excuses offered for neglecting the things of God, and purpose nipped in the bud! The remembrance of a wasted lifetime in the midst of “good things” will be in the hereafter a source of undying remorse. 

“… but now he is comforted, and thou art tormented.” (verse 25). Behold the great contrast between the righteous and the wicked after death! How changed the scene! How different the condition! Now the tables are turned! The rich man had plenty on earth, now he is a beggar in Hell. The beggar on earth is a rich man in Paradise. The rich man lived in comfort on earth, now he is tormented in Hell. Lazarus had no comfort on earth, now he is comforted! How much better was the portion of Lazarus than that of the rich man. Poverty and friendship with God on earth is much better than all the riches the world can bestow! 

“And beside all this, between us and you there is a great gulf fixed …” (verse 26). This language means that even if Lazarus and Abraham were willing to help it would have been impossible to do so. This impassable chasm is fixed by the decree of the Almighty, and no angel, demon, or man can unfix it. It is so fixed by the purpose and power of God that it can never be movable or passable. This everlasting barrier between the righteous and the wicked cannot be over-leaped by presumption or sympathy. There is no transition; there is no interchange. This gulf is so wide no wings can fly over it; so deep no feet can wade it. It will never be filled by the lapse of years, nor will it be gradually dissolved by wind and weather. It will never wear out or be torn out.

“… so that they which would pass from hence to you cannot …” (verse 26). Some make these words to mean that the saved in Paradise feel pity for the lost and are anxious to go and give them relief. But I seriously doubt this is the meaning. Why would the righteous in Paradise want to visit the wicked in Hell-fire? Surely they would not want to cease beholding the Father’s face nor admiring the Son’s glory. Neither would they want to hush singing the song of blood redemption long enough to make a trip to Hell. Nor can I suppose they would want to end the joys of Heaven to suffer the sighs of Hell. Departed saints in Paradise have better things to do than to be water-carriers for the damned in Hell.

“… neither can they pass to us, that would come from thence.” (verse 26). No doubt the wicked may desire to cross the great gulf to Paradise, but they “cannot.” They may desire to be comforted yet their desire shall not be granted. Hell has no back doors, nor fire escapes. Neither does it have any parole or bail. The most daring sinner cannot force his way out of that prison. In the hereafter a stone is rolled over the door of hope which no angel can or will remove.

The Bible teaches that the punishment of the wicked is for ever. There is no deliverance from Hell. The sufferings of the wicked do not sanctify or save. Punishment never leads its victim to love the punisher. If torture could save the souls of sinners, Christ would have never died. If temporary sufferings could have redeemed men, an infinite atonement would not have been made. All Scripture shows us that salvation is only in and by Christ, and that out of Christ here or hereafter there is no salvation (Acts 4:12).

According to Luke 16:26, there is no passage from Hell to Paradise nor any passage from Paradise to Hell. Then the Spiritualists are wrong in teaching that the spirits of the dead return to earth. Then the Unitarians and Universalists are in error in teaching that Hell will one day be vacated of its millions and that the inhabitants of Hell shall be received into Heaven. Then Roman Catholics are mistaken in teaching the theory of purgatory. Surely the flames of purgatory cannot do more than the precious blood of Christ. Pray tell me who will conduct the lost in Hell across the great gulf when Jesus Christ said it cannot be passed? No one can build a bridge across a gulf which Jesus Christ said was impassable!








VI. THE RICH MAN’S DEPRESSION (verses 27-29)

“I pray thee …” Having been denied a drop of water for his tongue he prays for others. But he is praying too late and to the wrong person. Abraham had no power to answer his prayer. Here we learn that men pray in Hell and long to have their prayers answered. No doubt some will pray in Hell who never prayed on earth. Yes, men in Hell pray with strong crying and tears as they suffer great agony of soul. Oh, what eager, earnest, heartfelt prayers are offered up from the flames of Hell! Long and loud prayers which are never answered!

“… that thou wouldest send him to my father’s house …” At this point he has come to see his hopeless state and has ceased to ask for mercy for himself. Perishing with no hope of relief or restoration, he asked for something to be done at his father’s house. Has he now come to believe in foreign missions? Is he concerned about the souls of others on earth? Has purgatory purified his heart and made him love his brothers? I doubt it. The company of his brothers would be embarrassing to him and would doubtless add greatly to his misery. I personally think that he did not want them to come to Hell and find him down there!

“… for I have five brethren …” I gather from this his parents were dead. He doubtless was not a married man, or he would have mentioned his wife and children. From this statement I surmise that those who have passed through death into the spirit-land remember the character of the relatives whom they left behind on earth. The remembrance of relatives still living unprepared is a part of the distress of the lost soul in Hell.

He may have recalled how they drank wine together and as proud, rich Sadducees had laughed at the idea of the immortality of the soul and of suffering in the life to come. But now he is no longer a Sadducee. He does not doubt the reality of Hell, or the eternal existence of the soul of a man. It is a pity that some must go to Hell in order to get converted from their heresy.

“… that he may testify unto them …” The Greek word rendered “testify” is very strong. Consider how it is used in other verses. “And with many other words did he testify and exhort, saying, Save yourselves from this untoward generation” (Acts 2:40). “And when Silas and Timotheus were come from Macedonia, Paul was pressed in the spirit, and testified to the Jews that Jesus was Christ” (Acts 18:5).

The rich man knew he could not be released even for a short time. Therefore, he wants Lazarus to go and warn his five brothers back on earth at the old home place. Go inform them of my terrible sufferings and the dreadful consequences of the life that I have lived. Let Lazarus warn them not to tread in my steps, not to follow in the way I led them and left them. He wanted his brothers to have a better light and a surer guide so that they would escape the place of torment into which he had been plunged.

“… lest they also come into this place of torment …” The rich man knew all too well that Hell was a real “place”. He knew full well that sinners could only escape Hell by someone testifying to them of the gospel. He knew his brothers were following in his steps to the place of torment where he now was. He wanted to prevent their ruin. He even realized that a holy person was the only one who could possibly deliver such a warning, and thus cause his brothers to avoid his folly.

ABRAHAM'S DECLINE (verse 29)

“Abraham saith unto him, They have Moses and the prophets; let them hear them.” Even this request is not granted. Abraham leaves his brothers to the ordinary means of conviction and conversion. They had the first five books of the Old Testament and the prophets, the remainder of the Old Testament. They needed to read the writings of Moses and the prophets - hear them speak in the Scriptures and attend to what was spoken. Here is strong evidence of the sufficiency of the Bible for man’s salvation. The Old Testament alone was better than a dead man’s testimony. Then how much better is the whole Bible?

There are some who see no need to preach the Bible to lost sinners. They tell us they go out and preach to the elect who were never children of wrath. None of these people bother to tell us just how they are able to know an elect from a non-elect. The words of Abraham make it plain that lost sinners are responsible to hear and heed the Word of God. Certainly the gospel is to be preached to all nations (Matthew 28:19-20) and to every creature (Mark 16:15). This is known to the saints of light in Paradise, and the children of light on earth should not be ignorant of this fact.

How did Abraham know about Moses and the prophets? He died over 200 years before Moses was born and centuries before the prophets were born. From this I learn that the departed spirits in Paradise not only have holy communion and companionship, but they also have holy communication about events on earth after their death. When the spirit of Moses arrived in Paradise, Moses probably said to Abraham, “I wrote a book about you while I lived on earth called Genesis.” Abraham’s spirit had learned from the spirits of the prophets in Paradise about their ministry.








VII. THE RICH MAN’S DESPERATION (verse 30)

“And he said, Nay, father Abraham: but if one went unto them from the dead, they will repent.” It seems as if he is saying, “It is true that they have Moses and the prophets, and if they would hear and heed them that would be sufficient. But the problem is they do not and will not listen to them. They need a new method of evangelism, a messenger to go back from the dead and tell them to repent. The novelty of the message would attract their attention, and they would listen to what he would say.” This is the reasoning of an ignorant man blinded by sin. He does not understand the difficulty of repentance. He believes it is a product of the natural man, resulting from seeing a dead person or some miraculous visions. The rich man does not understand that Christ must “give repentance” (Acts 5:31). This repentance is given through the preaching of the gospel (Matthew 12:41). However, the rich man is better informed than those who say Hell is the grave. He is not so foolish as to believe repentance would keep his brothers from the grave. He knows that repentance is necessary to escape the fires of Hell.

The rich man foolishly supposed his method of evangelism was better than the means of grace God had appointed. He was wrong in believing the testimony from a dead man returned to life would have a greater influence than all the inspired testimony of God Himself through His inspired spokesmen. If a messenger should come from the spirit-land he could testify only to man’s need of repentance and faith. He would tell of the need of holiness here in order to happiness hereafter. It is the depraved reluctance of men’s hearts to seek a change and course of life which makes anything more necessary. How these facts should shame those who believe you must add gadgets and gimmicks to the gospel of Christ in order for sinners to be saved!

Jesus Christ rose from the dead. The apostles went abroad testifying that Jesus Himself had risen from the dead as He had said He would. The apostles were witnesses of the secrets of eternity. They preached a resurrected Saviour and called upon men to repent and believe the gospel. It was only those who were ordained to eternal life that believed their preaching (Acts 13:48). While everyone else “when they heard of the resurrection of the dead, … mocked” (Acts 17:32).

ABRAHAM'S DENIAL (verse 31)

“And he said unto him, If they hear not Moses and the prophets, neither will they be persuaded, though one rose from the dead.”

The rich man speaks of going “from the dead,” a thing impossible according to verse 26. Abraham substitutes from that expression a rising from the dead. This proves the necessity of the resurrection in the case of the dead, if they are to return to earth and appear among men. Such a truth delivers a death blow to the teaching of the Spiritists who say the spirits of the dead can come back and communicate with the living. Furthermore, it shows that the resurrection does not take place at death.

The rich man had said that they would repent if one went to them from the dead. “I tell you,” says Abraham, “that so far from repenting, they would not be persuaded.” Here Abraham teaches that real repentance is not a mere impression to be produced by a specter from Hell, nor a mere intellectual conclusion to be forced upon the mind by the might of irresistible logic. True repentance is found in an illuminated head and has its roots in a heart renewed by the Spirit of God.

Some religionists in our day believe they can work miracles and raise the dead and thus cause men to repent. They are in great error. The Pharisees saw Lazarus of Bethany rise from his tomb, yet they sought to kill him (John 12:10-11). Worse still, they crucified the One who raised Lazarus and ascribed His miracles to Beelzebub, the prince of flies. When Eutychus was raised from the dead the people continued to hear Paul preach, but they did not inquire of him (Acts 20:10-11). Pharaoh saw all the plagues of Egypt, miracle crowning miracle, and his heart was hardened. The Israelites saw the Red Sea open before them and their enemies drown. They saw in the wilderness a hard rock burst open to refresh them, the very clouds rained manna to feed them, a bright flame marched in front of them by night and a pillar of cloud became their guide by day, yet they murmured, rebelled, and worshiped the golden calf! Truly, if men “hear not Moses and the prophets, neither will they be persuaded, though one rose from the dead.”

In our day to Moses and the prophets God has added the inspired words of the evangelists and apostles. This revelation is sufficient John tells us: “But these are written, that ye might believe that Jesus is the Christ, the Son of God; and that believing ye might have life through His name” (John 20:31). We need nothing more; we must ask for nothing more; we must look for nothing more. The Bible is sufficient to lead us to a knowledge of everlasting life. Let us not look to dreams and visions. Let us not seek the dead. Let us go to “the law and to the testimony” (Isaiah 8:19-20), for that is the “sure word of prophecy” (II Peter 1:19) upon which we may depend.








VIII. DEDUCTIONS FROM THE PASSAGE

1.) Wealth does not secure a man from passing through the gates of death. The rich go down to the grave just like the poor. Death is “no respecter of persons”. He finds his way into the splendid mansion as well as into the small cottage. Both the rich and the poor return to the dust. God requires the soul of a rich man at the hour of his death the same as He does the poorest man on earth (Luke 12:20). Psalm 49:10 declares: “For he seeth that wise men die, likewise the fool and the brutish person perish, and leave their wealth to others.”

2.) Many people living in purple and fine linen and eating well every day are unsaved and headed to Hell. A royal robe on the body does not necessarily mean that same man’s soul is clothed in the imputed righteousness of Christ. Fine food on the table does not mean that the same man’s soul is feasting on the Manna from Heaven. A fine gate in front of an earthly house is no guarantee that the owner will pass through the gates of pearl in Heaven.

3.) A man’s worldly condition is no indication of his spiritual standing before God. The common idea today is that a man ought to be valued according to his income and the man with the most wealth ought to be highly esteemed. Wealth is no mark of God’s favor, and poverty is no mark of God’s displeasure. “Thus saith the LORD, Let not the wise man glory in his wisdom, neither let the mighty man glory in his might, let not the rich man glory in his riches: But let him that glorieth glory in this, that he understandeth and knoweth me, that I am the LORD …” (Jermiah 9:23-24). “For ye see your calling, brethren, how that not many wise men after the flesh, not many mighty, not many noble, are called” (I Corinthians 1:26). Men should be valued according to how much they have of the grace of God.

4.) God’s people are often a poor and afflicted people on earth. Lazarus was a beggar. Even the elect of God are subjected to much sufferings and many trials. True religion does not exempt from affliction, but it sustains the believer in his sufferings. “Many are the afflictions of the righteous: but the LORD delivereth him out of them all” (Psalm 34:19).

5.) Riches, which a man may gather on earth, often hinders conversion. It is the nature of man to set his heart upon riches (Psalm 62:10) and to forget God (Deuteronomy 8:13-14). The rich young ruler wanted to have eternal life, but when Jesus told him he must give up his riches he refused to become a Christian (Mark 10:17-20). This prompted our Lord to say: “How hardly shall they that have riches enter into the kingdom of God!” (Mark 10:23). 

6.) An outlandish funeral on earth does not necessarily mean great welcome for the departed spirit in another world. Many a man like the rich in our lesson had a beautiful funeral service while his body burned in Hellfire. A golden coffin is a poor compensation for a damned soul. “They that trust in their wealth, and boast themselves in the multitude of their riches; None of them can by any means redeem his brother, nor give God a ransom for him” (Psalm 49:6-7).

7.) The souls of men do not die with the body. Both the rich man and Lazarus survived after death. Their bodies were left on earth, but they themselves, the real individuals, were found in another life. They were living, throbbing personalities. They were not annihilated. Their souls did not sleep till the morning of the resurrection. The rich man was comfortless and Lazarus was comforted. All the Scriptures have to say about sleep only has application to the body, not to the soul. Both the rich man and the beggar were conscious after death. The rich man could see, hear, taste, feel, and speak even though his body was buried on earth.

8.) There are two places that men go at death. The dead out of Christ go to a place called Hell. The dead in Christ go to Paradise. The wicked go there immediately to suffer torment and misery and the righteous are carried by the angels to comfort and happiness. There are no other places to go.

9.) There is no purgatory. Nothing in this account implies any purgatorial state between the soul’s departure from the body and its entrance into the joys of Paradise. According to Roman Catholic teaching, the greatest saint on earth enters into burning flames, blazing from subterranean fires, there to be purged and made fit for an entrance into Heaven. This makes God’s forgiveness only partial, and the flames of purgatory to do what the blood of Christ utterly failed to do. Such a teaching is only to increase the coffers of the Roman Catholic Church.

10.) Hell is an awful reality. It is a place where fire burns, this causes great torment and insupportable thirst. There is no intermission to this suffering, for it continues day and night, year to year, and age to age (Revelation 14:11; II Thessalonians 1:8). Those who deny this are the children of Satan who once said: “Ye shall not surely die” (Genesis 3:4).

11.) An unconverted man discovers the worth of his soul after death when it is too late. While he lived the rich man put no worth on his soul. After death he became concerned about his own soul and the souls of his five brothers. There is no infidelity or skepticism after death. It is a wise saying that “Hell is nothing more than truth known too late.” Even the damned in Hell would warn the impenitent on earth, if it were possible.

12.) None can come back from either Paradise or Hell. Christ has the keys of Hades and death (Revelation 1:18). Nobody gets in or out without His consent. This means the Spiritists are wrong when they say the dead can come back and communicate with the living. What takes place in Spiritist séances is not the communication of departed ones with their friends, still in the flesh, but demons who impersonate the departed and deceive mankind.

13.) Some say the Bible is only for the priest (and he makes very little use of it) and not for the laity at all. But our passage implies the Bible was to be heard even by the lost brothers of the rich man. It was their duty and privilege to read the Bible (John 5:39). It is the Bible in the hands of many that is the best guarantee for faithful preaching by the lips of the few. The Bible only in the people’s hands can secure orthodoxy in the preaching of ministers from the pulpit.

14.) The Scriptures contain all that is needed for a man to know how to be saved from Hell. A messenger from the world beyond could add nothing to the gospel of Christ. The dead could tell us no more than the Bible has already told us and with no greater authority, even if they rose from the grave to instruct us. The man who has the Bible and waits for more evidence is deceived and headed for Hell-fire.

15.) There is no way to escape perishing except to repent (Luke 13:3; Acts 17:30). There is enough knowledge in the Old Testament to bring men to repentance. This refutes the heresy of the Campbellites and Mormons who say otherwise, denying the Bible (John 5:29-47; Acts 10:43; II Timothy 3:15). It is repent or perish, turn or burn!

16.) The rich man was lost and did not know it. He died and did not expect it. He went to Hell and could not change his condition. He awoke to eternal verities too late. He saw his danger too late. He prayed too late! He became concerned about his lost brothers too late! Will you make the same mistake? If you die today where would you spend eternity? Oh, friend, flee from the wrath to come!
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