
Parable of Lazarus and the Rich Man

In the name of the Father and the Son and the Holy Spirit. Amen.

As with all of Christ’s parables, they contain many dimensions and are addressed to as wide 

an audience as possible to bring as much good as possible to His hearers, both when Christ 

delivered them and to us in the future.  In considering this parable, we readily see the human,

social dimensions and can draw numerous ethical and moral conclusions (though it would be

much too simplistic to conclude that all people in this world who are wealthy are destined to 

future torment and conversely all those who are poor are destined to future paradise); we also 

see a historic context as Jesus is specifically talking to the Jewish leaders about their unbelief 

while foretelling His eventual ‘rising from the dead’ and their continued disbelief even after 

that amazing event; and further this parable gives us some insights into life, death, and life

after death in this world.  

So what does this parable, and the interpretations by some of the Holy Fathers, tell us about 

the state of existence or our life after physical death and how to prepare that reality?  

Obviously in a short sermon, only a few things can be said.  But for those interested in 

exploring this subject further, there are numerous books written on this important subject

such as Life after death by Metropolitan Heirotheos, Soul after Death by Fr Seraphim, and 

various expositions by pillars of the Church; Fr. John Damascene, St. John Chrysostom, St. 

Basil the Great, St. Mark of Ephesus, St. Gregory the Theologian, St. Symeon the New 

Theologian, just to mention a few. If you remember from last week, Fr. Philip’s sermon 

pointed out, that in the recent lecture we attended, Metropolitan Kallistos’ stressed that we 

Orthodox believe the human person to be a physical- spiritual being and do not believe that 

the soul is simply the “real” you.  And, that the parting of the soul from the body is not some 

kind of liberation of the soul but rather a tragic interruption of our personal existence.  

Further, that Christianity has always asserted the necessity of  bodily resurrection – then the 

Disposition or Judgment. Without the body we are not and cannot be fully ourselves.



All the Holy Fathers are also in agreement that our physical death was brought about when 

Adam & Eve disobeyed the one commandment they were given to not eat of the tree of the 

knowledge of good and evil.  This broke their communion with God , Who is the sole source 

of Life and the result, as foretold, was death –first spiritually and more slowly physically as 

well.  Our physical death is thus the unnatural separation of that hypostatic union of our soul 

with our body. When passing from this world, we exist in an ‘intermediate state’ waiting but 

tasting beforehand those things which will become permanent when the Second Coming 

occurs where our body and soul will be reunited permanently.  In several places in the New 

Testament, Christ refers to this intermittent state as ‘sleep’; for example Jairus’ daughter and 

Lazarus –brother of Mary and Martha.  Yet what is the exact nature of this ‘sleep’?  We have 

read in the lives of the Saints, and others who are with them numerous accounts of 

intervention and appearances – such as this week on Monday Holy Martyr Varus.  For those 

who did not read this or may have forgotten, a widow named Cleopatra collected St. Varus’s 

body from a dung hill after his martyrdom, transported his body to Palestine, and eventually 

built a church in Holy Varus’ honor.  At one time Cleopatra prayed to the Saint that her only 

son John would be kept safe when he entered the army.  Almost immediately John became 

sick with fever and died.  The distraught Cleopatra went to St. Varus’ grave and bitterly 

complained.  Exhausted she fell into a light sleep and St. Varus accompanied by her son John 

appeared to her.  Both were clad in white garments with golden girdles and wreaths on their 

heads and conversed with her.  Needless to say, Cleopatra was consoled.

So, obviously this ‘intermediate state’ is not simply sleep.  Yet what precisely occurs in the 

transition to and during that intermediate state, is largely a mystery.  But some things are 

given primarily to help us prepare.

It is noteworthy that in this parable Christ mentions the name of the poor man (Lazarus) but 

does not mention the rich man's name. The holy fathers teach that this signifies that Lazarus 

was a complete person of soul, body, and the Grace imparted by communion with God. 

Whereas the rich man, although he was a person (with a soul and body), lacked communion 

with God and was thus an incomplete person. Likewise in this parable, instead of turning to 

God, the attention and soul of the rich man is exclusively on the things of this world and he is



engulfed by it.  This is also why in the parable when the rich man dies; Christ says that he is 

simply “buried” in contrast to Lazarus who is escorted by the angels.  In his life while on 

earth the rich man’s soul is already buried in his flesh and this state continues with him into 

the next life.

All of the Holy Fathers are in agreement that the passions we have not overcome in this life 

are still present when this separation of soul and body take place.  Some see this as “toll 

houses” which we must pass through.  Others see this as the passions we have not overcome 

which weigh on our souls for without a body there is no possibility for fulfilling those 

passions and hence those passions simply continue to gnaw at our souls seeking release. 

So, this ‘being buried in his flesh’ is really one of the primary problems of the rich man in 

comparison to Lazarus.  The rich man is described as spending all his time concerned and 

desiring material objects and sensual satisfactions (eating sumptuously, wearing the finest 

clothing, living in luxury, watching football all day on Sunday) while Lazarus had nothing to 

eat and further he was covered with sores.  The rich man was so full of self-love that he was 

not even aware of Lazarus who laid at his gate seeking only crumbs.  So when the time came 

for the rich man to depart this life, his soul was filled with all those desires for physical 

satisfaction (the only satisfaction he knew) and had no way to fulfill any of them.  In contrast 

we see Lazarus who though deprived in this world did not respond with rancor or bitterness 

but bore all his suffering in patience.  When his departure came, there was not a longing for 

this world as this world had only brought him pain and suffering.  Lazarus had learned to be 

patient, accept his circumstances and not complain, and no doubt yearned for God and the 

kingdom of heaven.  He had, to a certain extent, fought with and overcome his passions.

It should be noted that the Rich Man saw Abraham with Lazarus in his bosom.  He saw the 

glory of Abraham, but he did not share in this glory.  By contrast, Lazarus both saw it AND 

participated in it.  This is a very significant point, for it confirms that in the other life 

everyone will see God, but the righteous will have communion and participation, while the 

unrepentant will not.



Paradise and Hell do exist but they do not exist in God's kingdom, but in man's response and 

relationship to God.  In this life we have the choice to fill our souls and our lives with good, 

holy, beautiful, righteous activities and longings or not.  We have the choice to choose good 

over evil and God over the world, the flesh, and the devil. Those choices which we make 

every day become habits and those habits become imprinted on our souls.  Yet, God sends 

His grace to all men, since "He makes His sun rise on the just and the unjust and sends His 

rain on the evil and the good".   Further, if God gives us a command to love all people, even 

our enemies, He certainly does the same Himself.  Yet, each person feels God's love 

differently, according to his spiritual condition.

God’s consistent and unchanging Life, Light, and Love can have different effects on us, 

illuminating or blinding; warming or burning.  Take the simple example, which we all have 

experienced, of being awakened from sleep in a dark room by someone turning the lights on.  

It is alarming, disturbing, and actually blinding.  Yet once our eyesight adjusts, we much 

prefer a well-lit room to a dark one.   Here the response to light is not the quality of that light 

but rather that state of our eyes. This will be so in the future life too, after the soul leaves the 

body. God will also love the sinners, but they will be unable to perceive this love as light. 

They will perceive it as fire, since they will not have developed spiritual vision to see.  It will 

not illumine but rather burn.

All of this obviously begs the question; what can we do in our lives to develop this spiritual 

sight and Godly imprints on our soul so that when our time comes to depart this life we will 

be prepared?    Above all, we must remember that God created us with a deep, innate longing 

in our hearts for communion with Him that will not be simply satisfied with cheap 

substitutes.  Christ also gave us, as a primary tool, the gift of His Holy Church; the Orthodox

way of life that is a therapy of purification, illumination, and deification. So, I encourage 

everyone to practice your Orthodoxy:  Begin to organize your life around the rhythm of the 

Church; read and study Holy Scripture, commentaries by the Holy Fathers and lives of Saints  



; practice fasting as a matter of course; bear each others’ burdens seeking to be more attentive 

to the needs of others than yourselves; learn to forgive and be forgiven; and attend the church 

services, participating in the therapy that the Church offers in prayer, confession, and

especially partaking of Christ’s most sacred body and blood.  Both exterior and interior 

changes in our lives will not happen immediately, just like it takes time for your physical 

eyes to adjust to a bright light upon awakening, but with commitment, patience, and the 

Grace of the Holy Spirit, our activities and even desires will change and be transformed.  

May it be so for us all.   


