The Parable of the Rich Man and Lazarus
In the parable (Luke 16:19-31), Lazarus has it tough in this life while the rich man rides the gravy train.  In the next life their positions are reversed.  But is this the "message" of the parable?  If so, all of us with three square meals a day and a roof over our heads have hell to look forward to while heaven is guaranteed to the homeless.  If such is the theology of Jesus and Luke then most of us are in deep trouble and the rest of the New Testament must be jettisoned.  Perhaps the parable merits a second look.

A few verses before the parable there is a discussion of mammon or money.  It says, "And if ye have not been faithful in that which is another man's, who will give you that which is your own?" (Luke 16:12) The phrase "that which is another's" means mammon-money-material possessions in that all material things belong not to us, but to God.  We are only stewards of them …If God cannot trust us with material things he will surely not reveal to us the treasures of the spirit.

The same verses go on to say that mammon / money / possessions become personified… Like God, mammon expects to be hailed as master by every human being.  We have to choose between them.  Serving both is not an option.  "You cannot serve God and mammon" says Jesus.

The parable of Lazarus and the Rich Man follows a few verses later.  It tells a story of two men.  One of them has God as his master.  The other is ruled by mammon.  …Their attitudes toward God and mammon shaped their lives in this world and the next.

The rich man is introduced first.  He sports purple robes - the most expensive available.  He also wears “busos”, a Hebrew word meaning high quality Egyptian cotton of the kind used for expensive underwear!  Nothing but the best for our man! But he obviously has a problem.  Why the inner need to "dress to the teeth" every day?!  Apparently, the craving to impress the world with his wealth and success is never fully satisfied.

As to food - he insists on sumptuous banquets - again - every day.  Naturally, that means his staff are never given a day off!  Due to their employer's self-indulgence, they cannot observe the Jewish Sabbath.  Thus on a weekly basis the rich man violates the fourth of the Ten Commandments, let alone the oral law of the times with its strict rules regarding Sabbath observance! What then of Lazarus?

Lazarus is sick, unable to work and without extended family to assume full responsibility for him.  The community, however, respects him and does what it can.  The text reads, "…a certain beggar named Lazarus, which was laid at his (the rich man's) gate…" Arabic and Syriac versions of the gospels have always preserved the above passive tense.  The translators understood it.  The rich man is the only man in town with the resources to adequately help Lazarus.  Thus Lazarus' friends carry him each day to the ornamental gate at the entrance to the rich man's garden.  The rich man and his guests cannot miss seeing him.  Perhaps they will help him.  It is Lazarus' best option.  But the game plan does not work.

Amazingly, throughout all of this, Lazarus is quiet.  The New Testament has two words for patience.  One refers to the patience of the weak and the suffering.  The other defines the patience of the strong who have power over others.  The first is the patience of the victim.  The second is the patience of the victor.  The weak who suffer need “hupomone”, the Greek word meaning "holding up under stress" - the ability to endure.  The word is often translated "long-suffering" and is the patience of the oppressed who can do nothing about the hunger, privation and/or injustice that they endure.  This describes Mary at the cross and, humanly speaking is seen in Jesus who agonizes before her enduring the cross, while despising the shame.  Jesus, like Lazarus, has no harsh words for the evil forces that swirl around him.

Like a clap of thunder, the drama quickly shifts.  Lazarus dies and naturally has no funeral; he and his friends cannot afford one.  The rich man also dies and "is buried." He had money.  So he is given a funeral.  No doubt it was a grand affair.  But alas, to his utter shock, the rich man ends up in Hades.  The dramatic surprises continue.  The rich man sees Lazarus, recognizes his face and is able to call his name.  Thus, all along he saw and even knew the sick man at his gate and chose to do nothing for him! But now the tables are turned!

Middle Eastern listeners and readers of the story know full well what must transpire next.  The rich man sees Lazarus in a position of power at the right hand of Abraham and must make an abject apology to Lazarus begging his forgiveness.  This is not what happens.  He ignores Lazarus and addresses Abraham.  
Paraphrased, the rich man is really saying: Abraham, I am suffering.  This is not what I am used to.  When beggar types are hurting it doesn't matter - there is always something wrong with them.  But for people like me this is terrible and something must be done about it - right now! I see that Lazarus is feeling better and is on his feet.  Send him down with a nice cool drink.  
Unbelievable!  At this point the story should explode.  Lazarus is expected to let the rich man "have it!" with every four-letter word in his vocabulary…

Lazarus remains quiet.  In his day of power at Abraham's side, he has no vengeance to exact.  On earth each day for Lazarus was a journey of faith.  Like Abraham, he went out daily not knowing where he was going.  Here, Lazarus exhibits the other New Testament form of patience, that of “makrothumea” - the ability, in the day of power, to put anger far away.  God was his master.  His name was Lazarus - the one whom God helps.  Only with the help of God are hupomone (long suffering) and makrothumea (putting anger far away) possible.

At the end of the story, the rich man retains his class pride, his total self-centeredness and his indifference to any suffering other than his own.  He recognizes Lazarus but doing so makes no impression on him.  Thus, his claim that such a vision will bring his brothers to repentance is hollow and vain.  Mammon continues to rule his life.

Lazarus creates meaning by the responses he makes to the pain and grace of life.  And that meaning is glorious.  The rich man also responds to grace and pain.  But the meaning he thereby creates chills to the bone.

At the end of the day the parable offers a profound insight into the ambiguity of possessions.  While they have an indispensable potential for good, possessions can also create and feed self-aggrandizement and, in the process, dull sensitivities to both the rights (the servants) and the needs (Lazarus) of others.  Throughout the Bible it is clear that material possessions belong to God and not to humans.  What we do with our possessions profoundly influences every area of our lives in this world and the next.

In summary, what does this story say about mammon and lifestyle? 

1. Compassion for the poor.  Lazarus has a name and becomes Abraham's guest…The parable rings with compassion for the poor in their physical needs.

2. False formulas.  "Wealth always means [that] God has blessed you."  "Suffering always means you must have sinned."  Both [are] flatly rejected.

3. The corrupting potential of possessions.  The parable is not critical of wealth but of the socially irresponsible wealthy.  The rich man used his resources to feed his pride and his self-indulgent lifestyle.  He cared nothing for his religion, his staff or the needy in his community.  In hell he continued to see Lazarus as an inferior who should serve him.  Mammon became his master.

4. [Opportunity to serve is] at our doorstep.  There is human need close at hand.

The material above is taken from www.shenango.org/bailey_article.htm by Kenneth E.  Bailey, who for over thirty-five years lived and taught in Egypt, Lebanon, Jerusalem and Cyprus, studying the region’s peasant culture.  For twenty years he was the chairman of the Biblical Department at the Near Eastern School of Theology, Beirut, Lebanon.

James E. Talmage – The afflicted beggar is honored with a name; the other is designated simply as "a certain rich man." 

[Teachers’ note: In the First Vision God addressed Joseph Smith by name.  John 10:27 says, “My sheep hear my voice, and I know them, and they follow me.”  In contrast is Matthew 7:23, “And then will I profess unto them, I never knew you: depart from me, ye that work iniquity.”  Are you addressed by name in your patriarchal blessing?]

...  [The parable] was addressed to the Pharisees as an instructive rebuke for the derision and scorn with which they had received the Lord's warning concerning the dangers attending servitude to mammon.  Jesus employed Jewish metaphors, and the imagery of the parable is such as would most directly appeal to the official expounders of Moses and the prophets.  
The rich man's fate was not the effect of riches, nor was the rest into which Lazarus entered the resultant of poverty.  Failure to use his wealth aright, and selfish satisfaction with the sensuous enjoyment of earthly things to the exclusion of all concern for the needs or privations of his fellows, brought the one under condemnation; while patience in suffering, faith in God and such righteous life as is implied though not expressed, insured happiness to the other.  The proud self-sufficiency of the rich man, who lacked nothing that wealth could furnish and who kept aloof from the needy and suffering, was his besetting sin.  The aloofness of the Pharisees, on which indeed they prided themselves, as their very name, signifying "separatists," expressed, was thus condemned.  The parable teaches the continuation of individual existence after death, and the relation of cause to effect between the life one leads in mortality and the state awaiting him beyond. (Jesus the Christ, p. 435)
Bridging the Great Chasm

J. R. Dummelow – “Abraham’s Bosom” is a Jewish name, not of heaven, but of the intermediate state of bliss, in which the souls of the just await the resurrection.  Other equivalent names are “paradise”, “the garden of Eden” and “under the throne of glory”.  In his bosom – the figure is not taken from reclining at a banquet, because The Great Banquet would not take place, according to Jewish ideas, till the coming of the Messiah, but from children quietly resting in their parents’ lap or bosom.  (The One Volume Bible Commentary, p. 761)
Orrin G. Hatch - Remember what separated paradise or Abraham's bosom from the prison?  It was the "great gulf." The people could not go from one side of the gulf to the other until Christ bridged the gulf and allowed the gospel to be preached to those in prison.  So, one of Christ's missions was to bridge the gulf and make it possible for others, after his visit, to preach the gospel to those in the spirit prison.  (Higher Laws: Understanding the Doctrines of Christ, p. 142)
Joseph Fielding Smith - There was a great gulf which separated those who had not complied with the laws of the gospel from those who had, and it could not be passed.  It was this great gulf that our Savior bridged when he went to the spirits in prison.  President Joseph F.  Smith's vision of the redemption of the dead [D&C 138] is in perfect harmony with this parable.  Christ did not go to the imprisoned wicked spirits.  He declared his message to those who were worthy.  Then he organized his forces and commissioned the faithful servants to cross the gulf and take the message to those who sat in darkness.  (Answers to Gospel Questions, v.  2, p. 82)
Providing Proof

Larry E. Dahl - There is another intriguing principle in the parable of the rich man and Lazarus.  Not wanting his brothers yet on earth to suffer as he was suffering, the rich man implored Abraham to send Lazarus to warn them.  Abraham replied that the rich man's brethren had Moses and the prophets, to which the rich man responded, "Nay, father Abraham: but if one went unto them from the dead, they will repent." (Luke 16:30) The parable then has Abraham speaking an eternal truth, which is difficult for many to accept: "If they hear not Moses and the prophets, neither will they be persuaded, though one rose from the dead." (Luke 16:31) Contrary to popular notion, seeing is not necessarily believing.  Knowledge, even testimony born of the Spirit, does not guarantee faith.  James wrote that even the devils believe and tremble, but have not faith to keep the commandments of God. (James 2:19)  Laman and Lemuel experienced repeated demonstrations of the power of God, yet they did not believe or have faith sufficient to submit to his will.  (From his chapter in Studies in Scripture, The Gospels, p. 360)

Reaction to Seeing One Raised from the Dead

John 12:9-10 (New International Version) - Meanwhile a large crowd of Jews found out that Jesus was there and came, not only because of him but also to see Lazarus [not the same one in the parable], whom he had raised from the dead.  So the chief priests made plans to kill Lazarus as well.
(Lesson by Brother and Sister Larsen)
Extra Material

Luke 16:19-31 - Amplified Bible
19. There was a certain rich man who [habitually] clothed himself in purple and fine linen and reveled and feasted and made merry in splendor every day.

20. And at his gate there was [carelessly] dropped down and left a certain utterly destitute man named Lazarus, [reduced to begging alms and] covered with [ulcerated] sores.

21. He [eagerly] desired to be satisfied with what fell from the rich man's table; moreover, the dogs even came and licked his sores.

22. And it occurred that the man [reduced to] begging died and was carried by the angels to Abraham's bosom.  The rich man also died and was buried.

23. And in Hades (the realm of the dead), being in torment, he lifted up his eyes and saw Abraham far away, and Lazarus in his bosom.

24. And he cried out and said, Father Abraham, have pity and mercy on me and send Lazarus to dip the tip of his finger in water and cool my tongue, for I am in anguish in this flame.

25. But Abraham said, Child, remember that you in your lifetime fully received [what is due you in] comforts and delights, and Lazarus in like manner the discomforts and distresses; but now he is comforted here and you are in anguish.

26. And besides all this, between us and you a great chasm has been fixed, in order that those who want to pass from this [place] to you may not be able, and no one may pass from there to us.

27. And [the man] said, Then, father, I beseech you to send him to my father's house--

28. For I have five brothers--so that he may give [solemn] testimony and warn them, lest they too come into this place of torment.

29. But Abraham said, They have Moses and the Prophets; let them hear and listen to them.

30. But he answered, No, father Abraham, but if someone from the dead goes to them, they will repent (change their minds for the better and heartily amend their ways, with abhorrence of their past sins).

31. He said to him, If they do not hear and listen to Moses and the Prophets, neither will they be persuaded and convinced and believe [even] if someone should rise from the dead.



Extra material from Bailey -

"That which is yours" refers to "the truth" which in context means the truth of God.  The meaning of the text is: Those who cheat on their income taxes will never understand the gospel.

Like an evil spirit who sits on one's shoulder and whispers in one's ear, "You will make all major decisions on the basis of what I tell you."

Moreover, he "dresses himself" (middle tense in Greek) everyday in purple.

Cleaned up a bit the gist of what he is expected to say is as follows: 

You no-good half dead dog - you want me to serve you?! You can't be serious!  Where were you when I was hurting? You fed your dogs but wouldn't feed me.  I longed to eat the scraps you threw to them - but no - I WASN'T WORTH IT TO YOU!!  Abraham!  Leave this monstrous ego to fry in hell.  What he's suffering is less than half of what he deserves!



J. Philip Schaelling - To "fare sumptuously" every day could also be translated as "to enjoy oneself splendidly" every day. His entire life was devoted to using his wealth for his own pleasure … Remember that the parable of the rich man and Lazarus was given in response to Pharisaic covetousness. It was not that the rich man had money that caused him to be sent to hell but his excessive, insatiable desire for wealth and his selfish use of it. Likewise, it was not necessarily Lazarus's poverty that caused him to find refuge in Abraham's bosom. The poor can covet as well as the rich. It was his righteous endurance and the absence of coveting in his heart that earned Lazarus eternal riches.  (From his chapter titled “The Lord's Teachings on the Use of This World's Goods” in the book The Lord of the Gospels: The 1990 Sperry Symposium on the New Testament, p. 158.)
D&C 56:16-18 - Wo unto you rich men, that will not give your substance to the poor, for your riches will canker your souls; and this shall be your lamentation in the day of visitation, and of judgement, and of indignation: The harvest is past, the summer is ended, and my soul is not saved!

Wo unto you poor men, whose hearts are not broken, whose spirits are not contrite, and whose bellies are not satisfied, and whose hands are not stayed from laying hold upon other men's goods, whose eyes are full of greediness, and who will not labor with your own hands!

But blessed are the poor who are pure in heart, whose hearts are broken, and whose spirits are contrite, for they shall see the kingdom of God coming in power and great glory unto their deliverance; for the fatness of the earth shall be theirs.
