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“What good is it for someone to gain the whole world, yet forfeit their soul? Or what can anyone give in exchange for their soul?” (Mark 8:36–37, NIV)
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1.  Why this book?
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HELL IS A TOPIC that demands our attention, for it is not a place of comfort but of unending torment. The Bible's depiction of hell is not to be taken lightly. I use the word hell in this book because that is how most identify this place. Hell is translated from the Greek word hades.

Some think hell is contrived to scare people into church or get right with God. If you believe that, then you miss the importance of it. Hell is a topic that God warned us about as He walked this earth for 33 years. Jesus talked more about hell, hades, and the lake of fire than any other writer in the Bible. For every word Jesus spoke about heaven, he used three words warning people to avoid hell. He doesn’t want us to go there. He seeks to rescue us from our rebellious decision to live on our terms.

Jesus gave us this account of hell, the book's focus, to make His teaching attention-grabbing and unforgettable. His parables or stories are far easier to remember and share with others than just presenting facts or warnings. I trust that the method by which I present The Rich Man will hold your attention as it offers significant teachings about a place most people find abhorrent to consider. This fiction story seeks to pull together biblical truth to help give you a deeper understanding of the topic.

As you read the account of the Rich Man and Lazarus in Luke 16, notice that Jesus uses a proper name. His use of a name may sound incidental, but it becomes more significant when you recognize that He does not use a specific name in any parable. With this inclusion of a proper name, many scholars believe this is not a parable but an actual account. If it is a parable, it does not change the teaching about hell.

Jesus wanted us to know some essential truths about hell because He knew people would distort the teachings of this place. The Old Testament offers mostly shadowy pictures of the afterlife. Jesus’ teachings are more specific about the afterlife,  warning us not to enter our afterlife as God’s enemy. He wanted us to have a realistic picture of the consequences of rejecting God. We can’t ignore God, think He will overlook our sins, and welcome everyone into heaven. People avoid thinking that they are sinful enough to be eternally separated from God.

There is much sound biblical teaching about hell. My purpose is to give you a different perspective to help you better understand how these teachings clarify the kind of suffering in hell. I am inviting the Rich Man to share some of his experiences with you since his arrival there. I seek to portray his suffering through the biblical words used in the Luke 16 text and other biblical teachings, which I footnote. This story is not chronological but skips back and forth in time. Also, during my writing, I did research about near-death experiences (NDE) of heaven and hell to understand the details of life on the other side. How the Rich Man suffers in hell is my interpretation of the kind of suffering that would express the teachings found in the Bible.

I write this book not to scare people but to give them a clearer understanding of hell’s reality. Ignoring hell doesn’t make it go away. I hope this book challenges your thinking and gives you a more realistic insight into a place you will want to avoid. Just remember, escape is possible only before death. At the end of this book, I present an exit plan that I hope you will find helpful. I continue with the story method to explain God’s provision to escape the final judgment. 

Now, let’s meet the Rich Man. His story is not just a narrative but a profound insight into the reality of hell. He’s been anticipating your arrival so he can share details about his life. He always liked talking about himself, so you will find his story intriguing.
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2.  The Rich Man
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YOU ARE ALL GOING TO DIE! I hope it is not today for you. However, that eventful day will reach out and grasp you, and you need to be ready. It is a serious thing to die because that seals your fate for eternity. Your decision about your faith is of utmost importance, as it determines your eternal destiny. I hope you have made or will make the right decision because death ends your opportunity to affect your eternity. Excuse me; I am getting ahead of myself. You don’t even know who I am, and I’m talking to you about this issue most want to avoid. Let me introduce myself.

Hello, my name is Jokim. I am one of six sons of Jethro of Bethany. We lived outside of the great city of Jerusalem. You may have heard of my neighbor Lazarus and his two sisters, Mary and Martha. My father was a shrewd businessman who taught us the art and pleasure of making money well. My brothers and I were very close. Yes, we had our disagreements along the way, for we all had strong egos and were very competitive. You would notice that one thing consumed us all: the drive to make money. Like many Jews taken to Babylon 600 years ago, we turned from the idols of the nations around us that we worshipped and gave our devotion to another god. It was the god of wealth and shrewd business dealings. We always competed to see who could get the best deals and make the most money. That was a constant motivation in our lives. Together, we would devise business plans for making lots of money, and then, as we sat around on a cold or rainy day, we dreamed and talked about how we would spend our wealth and the honor we would receive from friends and fellow businessmen. We spoke of banquets, celebrations, and the women that would seek us out. Being rich would make the finer things of life available to us without limit. Those were our dreams, and together, we all anticipated becoming rich men as we worked together on business ventures.

Some, well, many of our dealings were not done in the most honorable way. But that’s the way business is done in the world. You can’t be thinking of other people if you want to make money. It’s a dog-eat-dog world, and we fought to become the leaders of the pack. I must tell you that using that business philosophy gave us more than satisfying results. We all became very wealthy and loved our extravagant homes and lavish living. Hosting elegant parties and having influential guests became commonplace, and of course, there were those long nights with the lovely ladies, if you know what I mean. There were always reasons to celebrate when you have lots of money, and we made many important business deals at these parties. We withheld no good thing from ourselves in our celebrations, for we always enjoyed the best of everything. We were the top dogs!

You may think you have never heard of me, but you have. I am the main character Jesus spoke of in one of his teachings. You know the other person in his story by name, but he withheld my identification. You would know me better as the rich man. Ah-ha, now the pieces of my story start to fit into place. The man associated with my story is a disgustingly poor and wretched man named Lazarus. I wonder why Jesus made him the good guy in this account. He didn’t accomplish anything significant as I did.

You have heard the account of my misfortune many times. Perhaps it makes you cringe, as it should, or maybe you sweep it under your Persian rug and choose not to think of what is happening to me. If you fall into the latter description of how people respond to this teaching, you will join my company. Perhaps we will meet up one day and commiserate over our regrets and the unfairness of this constant torture.

If you think I am evil, you are not seeing me through my eyes. Sure, I made some shady dealings in my business practices, but that is how we got along. Besides, I’m not the only one, for that was a common practice with our generation, just as it is for many of you today. Despite my shrewd business dealings, I want you to know I was a good religious person. I went to the temple somewhat regularly. I tithed as a good Jew should, and I attended the feasts and celebrations at the temple. We participated in these events as regularly as the passing of time in a sand clock. We lived close to Jerusalem, and attending these feasts and celebrations didn’t take much effort. I don’t think we would have taken the time to participate if we lived around Galilee. After all, you have to make money while the sun shines.

Even though I was religious, it was mainly an outward show, for, at the root of all I did, it was to glorify myself and show my goodness or how religious I was. My religion was an outward show with actions and no heart, you know, like many of you who are reading this story, are living your faith. You attend synagogue or church and leave unchanged as you continue to live like the rest of the world around you, just as I did. That was also true of the religious leaders. As pious as they presented themselves, they were no different from me. We all knew how to put on a good show, but true, life-changing faith does not characterize how we expressed our faith, as small as it was. And you, my reader friend, may have accepted this type of teaching. You fear that the kind of faith God wants you to have would require more change than you are willing to agree upon. You never cared for the peer pressure to live a holy life because you enjoyed life’s pleasures. So, you see, you may not be much different from me if you are judging me in your mind.

I had many opportunities to demonstrate the faith life God called us to live, but I was so taken up with myself that Lazarus was not my concern. He ought to have taken care of himself. Such people are such a drain on society. They think that because I have money, I should support them. In reality, that guy was more of an eyesore and a distraction to the beauty of my estate. All my well-dressed friends, business associates, and family came to my place for dinners and special occasions. There, greeting them, was this sorry excuse of a man who was unkempt, smelly, dirty, and full of sores. He was always asking for food or a little money. My dogs had more pity on him than I did, for they were drawn to him and licked his running sores. Why couldn’t his friends take him to another place? But NOOOO, he always ended up at my gate. I think such people are useless and are a blemish to society. Face it; such people amount to nothing. He was not fit to even serve as one of my servants. Worthless!

As I think back on how I viewed Lazarus, not much has changed
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