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Down the street from where I lived in Bethlehem was a huge mansion; you might even call it a 
palace. As I recall it was about two stories high, with carved columns all along the upper story 
balcony; a big courtyard in the center of it, and it was surrounded by a stone wall with iron gates. 
The man who had owned it was obviously very rich. Unlike the rich man in this story that Jesus 
told, this man practiced a very common social custom in the Middle East and that is, to give alms 
to the poor. The way he did this was to provide food for the poor and homeless. Every day, about 
midday, large platters of rice and meat would be set out in front of the gates so that the poor, the 
laborers, the filaheen, as we say in Arabic, could have at least one meal each day. As a side note, 
the man had a gambling problem, gradually lost his fortune, and finally, gambled away his home. 
Today, that same house is the home of Bethlehem Bible College, one of whose founders was our 
own David Teeter. In his heyday, this man had the right idea – not to let his riches control him, but 
to be the one controlling his riches.

What is it about wealth that so captivates us? One thing that I do want to make clear at the outset 
is that the Bible does not say that money is the root of all evil. As Paul clearly states in Timothy, it 
is the LOVE of money. Why is this difference so important? It goes back to what Jesus said, “You 
cannot serve two masters. Either you will love the one, and hate the other, or you will despise the 
one and serve the other.” The material things of this world are not the problem. God has provided 
all things for our use and benefit. He delights to give us good things. It is a blessing to have a job 
that provides well for you and your family and to be able to afford nice things that make your 
life comfortable. The problem is when we let our heart and our spirit become proud and haughty 
and allow these “things” to ensnare us and we become zealous to acquire more and more; our 
confidence and hope become fixed on what we have, and not grounded in God.

Going back to the original question, I think the thing that so captivates us with this idea of wealth is 
that once we have not only enough, but MORE than enough, we now have nothing to worry about and 
our hope is no longer in God but in our wealth. Even if disaster should come, we now have enough 
that we can not only weather the proverbial storm but we can come out on the other side in pretty 
good shape; and often times, coupled with this, comes a gradual eroding of our concern and care for 
those who have much less, or even nothing at all. On the social media websites it’s been shown over 
and over that most often, the ones who are willing to share what they have, are the ones who have 
little or nothing. Videos and stories abound telling of how a homeless person is given a bag of food, 
enough to last a couple of days, and yet, right away they see someone with nothing and share it. To 
the contrary you can find numerous videos of these people standing at train or bus stations, and they 
are passed by, even ignored, by people who probably have quite a bit to share but choose not to do so.

So, let’s get back to our gospel lesson and take a closer look. In the first verse we have the rich 
man. In this one verse we seem to learn quite a bit. He is dressed very well, in some of the finest 
clothes of the day and also ate very well. He does not seem to notice nor be aware of Lazarus, and 
if he is aware of him “outside of his gate” he seems to do nothing to help him.



Then we have Lazarus – a poor beggar, and apparently in ill health with the sores that are 
mentioned. He desires simply the crumbs of bread that fall from this man’s table. The bread that is 
mentioned here is not a nice piece of bread, such as a flat bread or pita, as we might imagine. What 
this refers to is the custom that when at a meal, if you needed to wipe your hands you would grab 
one of these pita breads. We would use a napkin but back then the custom was to use a piece of 
bread which was then thrown under the table. This is the bread that Lazarus desires, something on 
which the rich man has wiped his hands. The dogs that lick his sores are not household dogs of the 
rich man either. These are simply feral dogs which would wander around scavenging for food, and 
coming upon this poor beggar begin to lick his sores. Lazarus is so weak he cannot even make them 
stop. Perhaps they recognize that he is close to death and therefore he may be their next meal.  

Then they both die and we are told that Lazarus was carried by the angels to Abraham’s bosom, 
while the rich man “died and was buried.” Then it says “in Hades, the rich man looked up and 
saw…” In Jewish literature “hell” or “Hades” or “Sheol” was not a place only for the evil doers. 
Hades was the place to which all souls went after death and it had two parts. One was the place 
where the rich man was, a place of torment, and the other was with Abraham. They were divided 
by a great chasm so that no one could cross over. Lazarus is “in the bosom of Abraham.” This was 
a place of son-ship or favor, the other is a place of separation. The rich man asks for help from 
Lazarus, as if Lazarus is still beneath him and was still to do his bidding, but on all counts Abraham 
says no. The crux of this rich man’s situation lies in the fact that he didn’t take time to heed the 
teaching of the scriptures, the law and the prophets, but instead lived his life to his own desires and 
satisfaction and rather than place his faith in God. He chose to trust his own riches – wealth, talents 
and abilities, his standing in the community, as being the things that were enough. The Bible tells 
us over and over that God does not forget the poor, the needy; even Jesus says, “Blessed are the 
poor…” Rich man you had your reward, now it’s Lazarus’ time to reap the benefits.

So what of riches? What makes you rich? Where is your heart? Is it centered on God? Or has 
something else grabbed your attention and become your source of confidence and pride? The best 
commentary on this lesson is found in our other reading today, and in Paul’s first letter to Timothy.

[Read I Timothy 6:6-19]

Here we have Paul’s summation of the problem in three sections:  in verses 5b – 10 is Paul’s 
challenge to the notion that Godliness is profitable; verses 11 – 14, is the call to victory; an 
interlude of praise in verses 15 – 16; and finally, in verses 17 – 19 the description of true riches.

Verses 5b – 10: One of the most common thoughts, particularly in our capitalist society, is the notion 
that gain is an example of godliness. The more you have the more you have been blessed by God; 
therefore to acquire much means to show forth your righteousness. There are even branches within 
Christianity that preach and believe that if you are following hard after God, and doing all that you 
can to be a good disciple, then according to God’s word you will be blessed with abundant riches in 
this life. But as Paul states, this kind of thinking has led many on a path of ruin and destruction. To 
simply have food and clothing should be enough for anyone, and with this we should be content. To 
go after riches can lead to temptation, foolish and hurtful lusts, and cause us to drown in total ruin. 
The three things to ask about wealth are: How was it acquired; how is it being used; and to whom 
does the owner consider himself accountable. (Does the man own the riches or do the riches own the 
man?) The point here is that the “great gain” of godliness is not found in the material life but rather 
in contentment with what you have. Religion, at its best, creates within us self-mastery, that we have 
given control our desires to God and therefore wealth is unnecessary.  



Next Paul gives Timothy and all of us the way to victory. First is to flee, run away from these 
desires as fast and as hard as you can. “Follow after” literally means “aim at.” If “to sin” means 
to miss the mark, then here we have the opposite. Aim at righteousness, godliness, faith, love, 
patience, meekness. Set the sights of your bow right at the heart of the target. Then we are to “fight 
the good fight.” This is a phrase used in the arena to cheer on the preferred combatant. “Take hold 
of eternal life” – again, this is a sporting term taken from wrestling, meaning to contend for it; just 
as a wrestler holds onto his opponent until he gets the pin, so we are to contend for eternal life.  
Grab hold of it and don’t let go.

We are reminded to remember that we made the good confession. What is this “good confession?” 
Usually we think of it as that time when we finally declared “Jesus is Lord,” perhaps at our baptism 
or at our confirmation. But Paul also says that the “good confession” was made by Jesus as He 
stood before Pilate. What confession did He make? Was it a confession of “I am Lord” or was it 
rather in His actions, and even in His death, that He made this good confession? If it is then it is 
not enough to simply “confess” or say “Jesus is Lord” but rather it is in how we live, and move and 
have our being. How do we conduct ourselves in public and are we willing to suffer for the name of 
Christ, if need be? This is the good confession that Paul commends in Timothy.

Next we have Paul’s interlude of praise and worship. In the Greek this is a very rhythmical couple 
of lines which may well have been a hymn of the early church and also a doctrinal statement about 
God and His power, and majesty, dwelling in light; the only high God who alone deserves praise 
and honor and glory. This is the same as a preacher quoting a hymn that is quoted in support of a 
point being made in a sermon.

Finally Paul concludes by telling us what true riches really are.  

It starts with not being haughty. Another word is “meek” which I heard defined one time as “a right 
view of one’s self.” Don’t think of yourself more highly than you should.  

Don’t trust in Riches: Don’t trust the things of this world but rather place your full confidence, 
faith, and hope in God. “Consider Jesus, the author and finisher of our faith.”

Be rich in good works: distributing, i.e., giving of your wealth, as well as your time and talents. For 
Paul it was not enough to give “of ourselves” but for him, in light of eternal life, it was also giving 
of our money, our wealth that showed forth our salvation. 

Finally, communicating: telling others of our faith both in word and in deeds.

In this way we are, as it says in the Greek, “funding our foundation of eternal life.” Being rich 
in good deeds is how we take hold of life that is really life indeed. Life without God, without the 
grace given to us through Jesus, is not life at all.

So now we are back at the original question. Where is your heart? Is it fixed on Jesus, no matter what 
this world or this life brings? Or is your trust in what you can see, and touch and the numbers in your 
bank account? I would leave you with words Paul gave to Timothy paraphrased according to the 
meaning that we just talked about: “But you, people of God, run as hard as you can away from this 
and aim at righteousness, godliness, faith, love, endurance and gentleness. Fight the good fight of the 
faith. Grab hold and don’t let go of, contend for, the eternal life to which you were called. Let your 
good confession be in words and deeds. In the sight of God and of Christ Jesus I charge you to keep 
this command without spot or stain until the appearing of our Lord Jesus Christ.”    Amen


