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     We all love “rags to riches” stories.  They are encouraging, instructive, and inspiring.  Donald 

Driver played professional football for 14 years for the Green Bay Packers and he holds several 

receiving records with the team.  However, he had a very difficult life growing up in a poor 

family.  His parents divorced when he was very young, and during his early teens he was 

homeless and lived with his mother and 5 brothers and sisters in a U-Haul truck.  During his 

teenage years he began stealing cars and selling drugs in order for him and his family to survive. 

     He eventually moved in with his grandmother and that’s when he started to turn his life 

around.  He played sports in high school and went to a small college to play football.  He was 

drafted by the Packers near the end of the last round of the 1999 draft and surprised many people 

by making the team.  He went on to have a very successful career and today he holds a football 

camp every year in Cleveland for underprivileged children. 

     While we enjoy these “rags to riches” stories, equally interesting and instructive are the 

“riches to rags” stories.  It is just as common to hear stories about athletes and celebrities who 

had it all and then lost it all.  Their stories often serve as great warnings, as both poverty and 

riches can be temptations – the one a temptation to steal and the other to become proud and 

forget God.  Maybe that’s why the writer of Proverbs 30 prayed, “Give me neither poverty nor 

riches, but give me only my daily bread.  Otherwise, I may have too much and disown you and 

say, ‘Who is the Lord?’ Or I may become poor and steal, and so dishonor the name of my God.”  

The request for neither poverty nor riches is very similar to what Jesus teaches us in the Lord’s 

Prayer: “Give us this day our daily bread.”  That is a request for the necessities of life, not the 

luxuries.  In other words, Jesus teaches us to ask for bread, not cake. 



     Jesus begins our Gospel lesson by telling us about a rich man who wore expensive clothes, ate 

well, and lived a very comfortable, affluent lifestyle.  Now there is nothing wrong with that – 

nothing wrong with wealth and prosperity.  But, it can be challenging when you’re wealthy to 

keep your priorities straight and to make sure Jesus remains first in your life.  After all, Jesus 

said last week in the verses leading up to this text that you cannot serve both God and money.  

There is nothing sinful about nice clothes and good food, except when they are enjoyed at the 

expense of a neighbor in need. 

     In contrast to the rich man, who appeared to not need anything, a poor man named Lazarus 

was in need of everything.  He had no home, his health was failing, his only food was what was 

thrown out by the rich man, and His only companions were stray dogs.  What’s interesting to 

note is what Jesus did not say about the rich man in the story.  We’re never told the rich man’s 

name, but we’re told the poor man’s name, Lazarus, which suggests that he is important to God.  

The rich man never ordered Lazarus to be removed from his gate.  He didn’t beat Lazarus or tell 

people not to feed him.  His sin was that he wasn’t paying attention to the need of a neighbor.  

His sin was that he didn’t do anything to help Lazarus, as though he was going through life 

without even seeing this poor man at his gate every day.  Lazarus became part of the background 

to the rich man to the point that he didn’t even notice that he existed. 

     So the question that can be asked of us is: Are we paying attention to people around us?  Do 

we see the pain and brokenness of this world or are we so busy that our eyes are focused only 

upon ourselves, upon our own wants, pleasures, and comfort?  Can you see the pain of a 

neighbor living in a broken relationship and wanting someone to listen to them in order to share 

their pain?  Can you see a family member, a friend, or even a stranger who is struggling with an  



addiction and wanting someone to assure them that there is hope and they are special people in 

the eyes of God? 

     There are probably very few of us who ever had to deal directly with a beggar.  We certainly 

do not have the homeless living literally right outside the door to our homes, but our attitude is 

often exactly like the rich man’s.  For example, consider politics.  Politicians will make all kinds 

of promises that often involve our money.  But how many of us really stop to evaluate those 

promises on any basis other than our own self-interest?  How will that promise affect me – my 

income, my taxes, and my life?  Rarely do we ask, “How will that promise affect my neighbors or 

the people of this community or the people of our nation?”  God tells us to love our neighbors as 

ourselves, but when it comes to money, we often draw the line.  We find it hard to listen. 

     On the other hand, sometimes we see so much suffering in our world that we want to help but 

we become paralyzed trying to figure out what we can do.  We see pictures of devastation caused 

by war in Ukraine and we think, “How sad, but what can I do?”  In our own community we may 

see the homeless or the working poor or children who have very little, but we don’t know how to 

help or where to begin. 

     So what do we do?  We can pray for the people of Ukraine and for all people in need.  We can 

work together to address worldwide suffering by supporting, through our offerings, organizations 

like Lutheran World Relief that brings supplies to those who have lost everything through natural 

disasters.  We can insure that a needy child in Ukraine or in other places overseas will receive a 

Christmas gift by packing a shoe box next month to support Operation Christmas Child.  We can 

bring supplies for our Matthew Ministry that is designed to help the homeless in Raleigh.  We 

can bring food to church to support our Backpack Buddies program in providing food for 

children in our local public schools.  We can also ask God to open our eyes to see the Lazarus 



who might be right next to us, who may not look poor, but may be struggling with health issues 

or having financial difficulties.  This person might be our neighbor, a co-worker, someone 

standing behind us in line at the grocery store, or a person sitting next to us this morning.  We 

can begin to help them by simply asking, “How can I pray for you?” 

     All around us are people who need simple acts of love and support.  And when we offer love 

and support to those in need, when we show them we care, our words and actions bring hope and 

they demonstrate our belief in God and His Word – that we love others because Jesus first loved 

us.  Hope happens here and many times we can be surprised by hope, and the strength and 

comfort that it brings. 

     You’ll notice that this story Jesus tells ends with both men dying, and just as they were 

opposites in their lives, they are opposites in their deaths.  One dies and receives the riches and 

glory of heaven forever.  The other dies and is cast into hell to suffer God’s wrath.  One seemed to 

be blessed by God, as he had physical and material blessings in abundance, but now he has nothing 

and is in hell.  The other had to beg to survive and seemed to be forgotten by God, but now has 

everything in heaven.  What was the difference?  The poor rich man had no faith in God and did 

only what was best for himself, while Lazarus had nothing but his rich trust and hope in God. 

     From hell, the rich man looks up and sees Lazarus in heaven next to Abraham and cries out 

for mercy.  The man who had no mercy for Lazarus now wants mercy from Lazarus, but it’s not 

going to happen.  In hell, there is no second chance for faith, freedom, and forgiveness.  Like 

heaven, hell is forever. 

     While we can’t force people to believe in Jesus, we can at least give them fewer reasons not to 

believe through our words and actions.  Many people reject the Christian faith because of the 

actions of the church or people who call themselves “Christians.”  The truth is we have not always 



been loving, we have not always walked the talk, and we can be judgmental.  As Christians we are 

called to be gracious and loving – to live our faith and share the love of Christ that has been poured 

into our lives.  Now is the time to pay attention to God’s Word, to be rich in offering love and 

forgiveness to others, and to humble ourselves as we care for those in need and offer them hope 

before it is too late.   


