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“Outside the Gate” 
A Sermon by Rev. Bob Kells 

 
I want to tell you right up front that this is a very challenging piece of 

Scripture for all of us because at one time or another, we’ve all encountered 

Lazarus.  We’ve met Lazarus—the beggars, the homeless ones—on the 

streets.  Most times, we walk on by, trying not to see them, trying our best 

not to give them a second glance or another thought. 

We know who they are.  They sit just outside the gate.   

Within our sight, but just beyond our comfort zones. 

If you look at the graphic I have displayed for the sermon you’ll see him.  

Probably not right away but here’s there, lying just beyond the abundance of 

the rich man’s kitchen and dining room and party guests. 

And once we’ve found him, once we see him or her, the big question is this: 

what are we going to do about it? 

If you feel conflicted about what to do in these situations, then you are in 

good company.  Many people are uncertain how to respond.  This is how I 

feel too.   

− On the one hand, I think: “Well, there are social service agencies that 
can take care of her need.  And if I give him money, he’ll just go buy 
alcohol or drugs or spend it on something else.”  Many times I’ve 
walked on by.   

− On the other hand, I think: “Here’s someone in real need.  Somehow, 
they’ve fallen through the social safety net; maybe they’ve made some 
bad choices in their life, or, maybe they were the victim of some 
tragedy beyond their control.  I can’t change their life with a few 
dollars, but maybe with a few dollars, I can help them get by for 
another day.”  So I give something. 

 
I’ve met Lazarus many times in my life.  And I’m still conflicted.   
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- A few years ago, I was visiting some church friends in Latvia, a small 
country in Eastern Europe.  I was returning to my hotel room in the 
capital city of Riga when I came across a drunken man, passed out on 
the sidewalk.  A bottle in a brown paper bag lay next to him.  He was 
probably the most pitiful Lazarus I’ve seen.  But I was a stranger in a 
strange land, I told myself.  I didn’t want to leave money because it 
was pretty obvious what he’d do with it.  I thought of buying some 
food to leave with him, but I didn’t.  So I passed on by. 

- I was getting ready to read the call to worship one April morning 
during Sunday worship at the church where I was an intern.  Just 
before I started, I saw two men in dirty clothes walking up the side 
aisle.  One of them was an older man who looked like he’d been 
“living rough” for some time; the other was younger, maybe in his 
late teens or early twenties.  They walked right up in front of the 
podium where I was standing and the older man looked right at me 
and said he was bringing the young man to us because churches help 
people.  The younger man had run away from home, he explained, 
had slept in an abandoned house, and wasn’t dressed for the cold 
weather.  The older man left and I was just stunned.  This was the 
boldest Lazarus I’ve ever met.  I proceeded with the call to worship 
but was gratified to see two members of the congregation come 
alongside the young man and sit with him through the rest of the 
service.  I talked to him after the service—his name was Jesse—and 
learned that his parents had kicked him out of the house because they 
could not deal with his mental illness.  I gave him the sweater I was 
wearing that morning.  The church put him up in a motel room for the 
night.  The next day, he was gone, wandering the highways again. 

 
I think all of us have stories like this we can tell.  And no matter how many 

times it happens, every time, I wrestle with the question of what God would 

have me do. 

What does God want us to do when we are face to face with human need 

like this? 
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I pose these questions this morning knowing full well that most of us already 

have answers that work for us.  We’ve thought it through and we’ve decided 

what we’ll do when we encounter Lazarus, and we probably have a very 

well rehearsed rationale for why we will or won’t do something. 

But if you haven’t wrestled with this question lately or given it serious 

thought, then I want to invite you to do so today.  Because the lesson from 

Luke tells us the consequences for doing, or not doing, are great. 

This scripture, like the other parables we’ve looked at, is about priorities in 

God’s Kingdom.  And just like the other stories (the lost sheep, the lost coin, 

the slaves watching for their master’s return) this parable turns conventional 

wisdom on its head. 

You see, most people in Jesus’ time thought that God favored the righteous 

with wealth, good health and long life.   And if you were poor, then either 

you or someone before you in your family had sinned and you were 

suffering the consequences of that sin. 

But Jesus turned this kind of thinking on its head.  He reminded the religious 

authorities of God’s steadfast preference for the poor, the widows, the 

orphans, the strangers in the land.1  All those who lie outside the gate. 

We can see this clearly in today’s story.  “Child,” Abraham says to the rich 

man, “remember that during your lifetime you received your good things, 

and Lazarus in like manner evil things; but now he is comforted here, and 

you are in agony” (Luke 16:25). 

Here is the classic case of reversed fortunes, and it doesn’t have a happy 

ending for the rich man. 

Why is that?  What was the rich man’s sin?   
                                                
1 Dan Clendenen, “Poverty Reduction: Of the Soul of the Parable of Dives and Lazarus,” Journey With 
Jesus.net, article on internet, http://www.journeywithjesus.net/Essays/20130923JJ.shtml, accessed 25 
September 2013. 
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In a word: complacency.   

Inattentiveness to the needs of the poor man Lazarus. 

That’s how the rich man wound up in Sheol, the Hebrew word for the place 

of the dead. 

Because the rich man did not want to see Lazarus; he knew Lazarus was 

there, just outside the gate, but he chose not to see him.  The rich man’s 

attitude may have been summed up in Lazarus’ name itself.  Lazarus means 

“God has helped.”  Ironically, then, the rich man may have figured that 

Lazarus didn’t need his help because God had helped Lazarus as much as the 

poor wretch deserved. 

But the rich man got it wrong. 

He chose to leave Lazarus outside the gate.  As a result, the rich man was 

condemned and poor Lazarus was exalted. 

Jesus spoke about this sort of thing in a story from the Gospel of Matthew 

that provides some insight for us today.  This story forms the basis of God’s 

final judgment of the nations.  When Jesus returns, he rewards the righteous 

with these words: 

Come, you that are blessed by my Father, inherit the kingdom 
prepared for you from the foundation of the world; for I was hungry 
and you gave me food, I was thirsty and you gave me something to 
drink, I was a stranger and you welcomed me, I was naked and you 
gave me clothing, I was sick and you took care of me, I was in prison 
and you visited me (Matthew 25:34-36). 
 

The interesting thing here is that the righteous didn’t seem to realize when 

they saw Jesus and gave him this help. 

Lord, when was it that we say you hungry and gave you food, or 
thirsty and gave you something to drink?  And when was it that we 
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saw you a stranger and welcomed you, or naked and gave you 
clothing?  (Matthew 25:37-38)…and so on. 
 

Jesus cleared up the mystery for them with these words: 

Truly I tell you, just as you did it to one of the least of these who are 
members of my family, you did it to me (Matthew 25:40). 
 

The same sentence holds for those who failed to see Jesus in human need 

and did nothing. 

Truly I tell you, just as you did not do it to one of the least of these, 
you did not do it to me (Matthew 25:45). 
 

This is what the rich man missed. 

This is the consequence of his choice to not see Lazarus and help him out. 

What can we make of all this?  Three things: 

What we do now, in this world, has eternal implications.  What we do 

matters, not just in the here and now, but for all time.  That’s the whole point 

of our salvation.  When we confess Jesus Christ as Lord and savior, we give 

God our primary allegiance.  We say yes to God and the values of God’s 

Kingdom, and no to the self-centered, self-serving, debasing values of this 

world.  Saying yes to Jesus means we enter into God’s Kingdom now—not 

after we die, but right now.  The Apostle Paul, in his letter to the Colossians, 

wrote: “He has rescued us from the power of darkness and transferred us 

into the kingdom of his beloved Son” (Col 1:13).   That word “transferred” 

is a completed action.  It means we start living the Kingdom of God life in 

the here and now.  What we do in this life will have an impact for all 

eternity.  We ought to do good in this world while we can because we 

believe in a God who is exceedingly good, a God who calls on us to do good 

for God’s Kingdom…on earth as it is in heaven. 
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Time is short.  We have only so many years to serve the poor while we are 

on this earth.  That’s true for us as individuals, as churches and as a society.  

The lesson from Lazarus and the rich man tells us the economic choices we 

make will shape our identities and our eternal destinies.  Think of Ebenezer 

Scrooge in Charles Dickens’ story “A Christmas Carol.”  In the story, the 

ghost of Scrooge’s former partner, Jacob Marley, appears to the old miser.  

But Marley’s ghost is bound by chains—chains that he created by his 

indifference to the poor while he lived—and Marley tells Scrooge that he too 

has been making his own such chains.  Only then does Scrooge come to 

realize: “These are the chains I forged in life.”2  Time is short.  What will we 

make of it? 

Where are we in all this?  One of the beautiful qualities of these parables of 

Jesus is that they give us the opportunity to find ourselves in the stories.  We 

can hear them and identify with different characters, different voices, as we 

try to discern the voice of God speaking through these stories.  So when I 

read the story of the rich man and Lazarus, I find myself in the role of the 

rich man’s brothers (and sisters, assuming he had some).  They are the ones 

the rich man wants Lazarus to go to: “that he may warn them, so that they 

will not also come into this place of torment” (Luke 16:28).  But Abraham 

replies that they have Moses and the prophets, and if they do not listen to 

them, “neither will they be convinced even if someone rises from the dead” 

(Luke 16:30).  [There’s some more irony here.  Not long after this parable 

was told, someone would rise from the dead to persuade people to believe in 

God’s Kingdom values and priorities.  And his followers are still trying to 

persuade people today].  So we are the brothers and sisters.  We have Moses 

and the prophets and the gospels and the rest of the New Testament.  And 
                                                
2 Dan Clendenen, “Poverty Reduction: Of the Soul of the Parable of Dives and Lazarus,” 
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even though this story ends poorly for the rich man, there is still time for us 

to write our own ending to the story.3   

 

So what will we do about Lazarus?   

We can continue to be generous to the organizations that help the poor.  The 

Thurmont Food Bank and other Frederick County charitable groups we 

support as a church help meet the needs of many people locally.  This church 

does a lot to support these groups, and I’m thankful to God for that. 

As for meeting Lazarus in the street, that remains a challenging question.  

It’s challenging because we still don’t know whether the people asking for 

money or food or something else really are in need.  Most times they are, but 

there’s a degree of uncertainty.  Where there is uncertainty, I think we ought 

to err on the side of grace and do what we can. 

As for me, I’m still not certain if I’ll stop in every case.  I’ll pray about that 

at the time.  When I do stop, I want to make sure of two things: 

1. I want to be prepared with some kind of aid—probably not money, 

but maybe some food, water or a gift card to a restaurant.  That way, 

there’s less chance for whatever I give to be misspent. 

2. I want to know the person’s name.  Lazarus had a name—the only 

name in today’s story.  And every Lazarus we meet has a name and a 

life story.  I need to hear their stories.  We need to hear their stories.  

For they too are children of God; and there but for the grace of God 

go I. 

Amen. 

                                                
3 Ullas Tankler, “Values and Security,” devotional reading for 29 September 2013, in Disciplines, 
(Nashville: Upper Room Books, 2012), 323. 


