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“There was a rich man who was dressed in purple and fine linen and lived in luxury every day. 
At his gate was laid a beggar named Lazarus, covered with sores 
and longing to eat what fell from the rich man’s table. Even the dogs came and licked his sores.



“The time came when the beggar died and the angels car​ried him to Abraham’s side. The rich man also died and was buried. 
In hell, where he was in torment, he looked up and saw Abraham far away, with Lazarus by his side. 
So he called to him, ‘Father Abraham, have pity on me and send Lazarus to dip the tip of his finger in water and cool my tongue, because I am in agony in this fire.’



“But Abraham replied, ‘Son, remember that in your lifetime you received your good things, while Lazarus received bad things, but now he is comforted here and you are in agony. 
And besides all this, between us and you a great chasm has been fixed, so that those who want to go from here to you cannot, nor can anyone cross over from there to us.’



“He answered, ‘Then I beg you, father, send Lazarus to my father’s house, 
for I have five brothers. Let him warn them, so that they will not also come to this place of torment.’



“Abraham replied, ‘They have Moses and the Prophets; let them listen to them.’



“‘No, father Abraham,’ he said, ‘but if someone from the dead goes to them, they will repent.’



“He said to him, ‘If they do not listen to Moses and the Pro​phets, they will not be convinced even if someone rises from the dead.’”


Jesus “told them many things in parables.” Mt13v3.  There are thir​ty-​some specific parables of Jesus recorded in the first three Gospels of Matthew, Mark, and Luke.  Most often, Jesus’ parables tell us what the kingdom of heaven is like.  Jesus’ parables generally have one lesson to teach us.  It is the one point of comparison.  There is the story Jesus is telling in His parable.  There is our life.  And there is the one point of com​parison where the two meet.  In this parable, the one point of comparison is “Moses and the Prophets,” another name for God’s Word.  God’s Word can do what nothing else can do, even what a resurrection from the dead cannot do.


I have spent this past week at the Michigan District Convention in Saginaw.  Some of us began with a golf tournament on Monday; no surprise, I didn’t win again this year, but I also did not come in dead last, just close to last.  We then start the convention on Tuesday morning.  There are various reports from various groups, but the main business of the convention is provided by seventeen different floor committees who react to all kinds of issues.  Many are very simple and all agree.  Usually there are one or two items where there is a division of opinion and so extended dis​cussion.  This year, that issue was the matter of Bible translations.


The problem is that the Bible we have been using for nearly thirty years is no longer being published.  It is called the NIV 1984 from the date of its last revision.  But the NIV has been revised, and is now called the NIV 2011.  Most people are not happy with some of the changes they have made.  Some of the changes are very good.  For example, Paul writes to Timothy, “God … wants all men to be saved and to come to a knowledge of the truth.” 1Tm2v4.  More and more these days, that leads people to ask, “Doesn’t God want women to be saved?”  Our understanding and usage of the word “men” has changed.  The NIV 2011 says, “God … wants all people to be saved and to come to a knowledge of the truth,” which is much easier for most people to understand these days.


There are other places where the changes do not at all seem to be improvements.  For example, some of the Old Testament prophecies about Jesus have been weakened, so that it is not as clear that they are speaking about Jesus.  In many places, the NIV 2011 now speaks in sort of a mixed singular/plural.  For example, “Whoever does not take up their cross and follow me is not worthy of me.” Mt10v38.

The problem with Bible translations is that there is no perfect Bible translation.  In every translation we have looked at seriously, there are advantages and there are disadvantages.  The final decision will be made by weighing those advantages and disadvantages and deciding on the best choice to make.  This year, each of the twelve district conventions has been asked to vote on what to do.  The choices we were offered were to adopt the NIV 2011, to adopt the ESV, or to delay the decision for another year.  After much discussion, we voted, but the vote was not announced.  I think that we voted to delay the decision for another year.  But we also passed a resolution asking our synod seriously to consider producing our own Bible translation.


The practical implications of this decision for most of us will only come up when we need to buy a new Bible.  Many of us have our own personal Bible, and there’s no reason we can’t continue using it.  We have plenty of NIV 1984s for use here.  You can always access the NIV 1984 online.  But you can no longer buy a new NIV 1984 in print; there you have to make a different decision.


This particular parable of Jesus, which is not specifically called a parable, is rather unusual as parables go.  Usually a parable is defined as an earthly story with a heavenly meaning, but this parable is much more like a heavenly story with an earthly meaning.  The parable starts on earth, but then the two men die and the action moves to heaven.  The action is entirely a conversation between the rich man and father Abraham.


The parable starts with the rich and the poor, still very familiar to us even at this late date.  As Jesus said, “The poor you will always have with you.” Mt26v11.  Poor Lazarus is sick, unable to work, “laid” at the gate of the rich man, which would seem to indicate that Lazarus couldn’t even walk on his own.  He is covered with sores, preparing to die, only wanting to eat the scraps that fall from the table, otherwise dogfood.  The rich man is just the opposite: healthy, not needing to work, living in luxury, wasting ten times as much as Lazarus would need.  He is described as dressed in purple, be​cause the dye used to make purple cloth was at that time very expensive.  The apostle Paul later met someone who made a living selling only purple cloth.


So much for the earthly story.  Both men died.  Lazarus’ death was expected.  The rich man had appeared to be in perfect health, but he dropped dead, since the Lord said that it was time for him to die.  Lazarus was taken by the angels to Abraham’s side, that is, to heaven, which reveals that Laza​rus was a believer.  The rich man went to hell because he had rejected Jesus.  Then we are given front row seats for this conversation between the rich man in hell and Abraham in heaven.  Abraham represents God in this con​versation.


First, the rich man wants personal relief.  “Father Abraham, have pity on me and send Lazarus to dip the tip of his finger in water and cool my tongue, because I am in agony in this fire.”  Notice the size of his request: he doesn’t ask for a bucket of water or even a glass of water, but just a drop of water.  That indicates the intensity of his suffering.  Abraham refuses, because you can’t travel from heaven to hell or from hell to heaven.


Second, we learn that the rich man has five brothers.  “Then I beg you, father, send Lazarus to my father’s house, for I have five brothers. Let him warn them, so that they will not also come to this place of torment.”  I have to wonder if the rich man had ever shown that much con​cern for his five brothers during his life.  They were apparently just like him, enjoying their luxury, headed for hell, paying no attention to Lazarus.  If Lazarus had gone back from the dead, would they even have noticed?  Had they yet noticed that Lazarus was no longer there?  If they had noticed, were they sad, or just glad?


This second request of the rich man was also rejected, but for a much more important reason.  Here we come to the whole point of the parable.  “They have Moses and the Prophets; let them listen to them.”  He clearly means the Old Testament.  The technical name for the Old Tes​tament is the Law, the Prophets, and the Writings.  The Law of Moses covers the first five books of the Bible, written by Moses.  The Prophets include the former prophets, which are the historical books, and the latter prophets, such as Isaiah and Jeremiah.  The Writings covers everything else, especially the Psalms.  Jesus once said, “Everything must be fulfilled that is written about Me in the Law of Moses, the Prophets and the Psalms.” Lk24v44.

So Abraham tells the rich man that his five brothers can read the Old Testament, which speaks about Jesus from beginning to end.  But he ob​jects, “No, father Abraham, but if someone from the dead goes to them, they will repent.”  The rich man had suddenly become an expert on repen​tance, something he had never experienced.  He suddenly knows more than God.  He is wrong, as Abraham tells him, “If they do not listen to Moses and the Pro​phets, they will not be convinced even if someone rises from the dead.”  They would not believe that Lazarus had really risen from the dead.  If they did, they would probably object that it should have been their brother who rose from the dead.


With this parable, Jesus is teaching the complete sufficiency of Scrip​ture.  That means that the Bible tells us everything we need to know for eternal salvation.  We don’t need anything other than God’s Word.  We don’t need other books, other stories, other advice, but only God’s Word.  God’s Word tells us about Jesus who died for us, and created faith in Him in our hearts.  It instructs us for a life here that is satisfying for us and useful for others.


If all that is true, and it is, why should the Bible be gathering dust on the shelf?  It is true that Abraham says, “They have Moses and the Pro​phets.”  That is, they possess the book, or at least have access to it.  But Abraham goes on to say, “Let them listen to them.”  Let us listen to God’s Word.  Let us read God’s Word.  The apostle Paul wrote, “Let the Word of Christ dwell in you richly,” Col3v16, in other words, you can never get enough of God’s Word.  Amen.
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