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The Divine Difference 
 

 A team of folks from our congregation is presenting a course called “Christianity: 
A True and Reasonable Faith for a Skeptical World.”  We have about 44 people 
attending from at least eleven congregations in the Northern Neck.  At these classes, 
we are looking at challenges people level at Christianity, and what the answers to those 
challenges are for people of faith.  In the first class, we explored the clashing 
worldviews that shape the way people think today.  One, of course, is the Biblical 
worldview, which guides the thinking of Bible-believing Christians.  In the Biblical 
worldview, God created all things, and His divine will governs the way things are 
supposed to be.  It is His will that gives us all our values.   
 
 That is not the worldview that seems to be shaping the thinking of the secular, 
modern world.  Rather, what is often called the “naturalist” worldview holds that the 
world came about by chance, and that all life has evolved from single-celled organisms 
by chance, time and unguided natural processes.  In this worldview, there is no creator, 
and no transcendent source of values. 
 
 Perhaps you have noticed how this thinking has been shaping things you hear in 
education, media, politics and virtually every walk of life. 
 
 The values of the Biblical Christian are derived from God’s commandments.  And 
we hear one of those today in all three of our readings.  God commands us to be 
generous and to share our wealth with those in need.  But we all know people who are 
kind and generous and do not hold the Biblical worldview.  In London, there is an ad 
campaign by an atheist society.  They have sings on the sides of buses.  One says, 
“There is good without God.”    Today, I want to look at the question, “How is the 
kindness and generosity of Christians different from that of the secular person?” 
 
 I want to focus principally on Jesus’ parable of the rich man and Lazarus.  And 
first, let me dispose of an issue that always hangs us up about this parable.  It is 
tempting to read this parable as saying that if you aren’t generous and share your 
wealth, you are going to hell.  That cannot be the meaning of this parable.  The Gospel 
message is that we are not able to save ourselves by our achievements, but Jesus 
saves us by grace through our faith in Him.  So what is the deeper message of this 
parable?  I believe Jesus is showing us three things about the difference between the 
Christian worldview and the secular worldview: 
  

1. The way we understand love; 

2. The way we understand suffering; 
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3. The way we understand hope. 

 In the story of the rich man and Lazarus, Jesus depicts two men who have died.  
One is enjoying a comfortable after-life, and one is in torment.  If you read it closely, you 
will note that Jesus did not say the rich man went to hell because he was not 
compassionate or generous with the suffering poor man, Lazarus.  He simply said, the 
rich man had his reward in this life.  From what Jesus tells us about him, we infer that 
his whole life was all wrapped up in himself.  When he died, it was too late for him to 
look anywhere else for his salvation.  He sees with clarity what he could have heard in 
life about what really matters, and where salvation lies.  And he sees for the first time 
how much that matters.  But it is too late for him. 
 
 Jesus is reiterating the message God has given us throughout scripture that from 
those who have been given much, much is expected. (See, e.g., Luke 12:48)  He is also 
talking to us about what gives life meaning.   And in so doing, Jesus is expressing His 
vision of love, suffering and hope. 
 
 Christians understand love differently than the world does.  If you think about our 
culture, you will see that love is portrayed as an emotion.  When someone or something 
excites you or fulfills you or makes you happy, an emotion wells up in you that we call 
love. Given such a definition, a boy can love a girl he has just met at a party, because 
he looks at her and is filled with all sorts of exquisite emotions.  You can love a car or a 
house or aboat or chocolate, because of all the wonderful feelings you have about 
them.  One of those feelings is your desire to possess that beloved object or person, so 
that the happiness can continue.  So in a very real sense, this kind of love is about you 
as much as it is about the beloved. 
 
 If that is all that love is, how can you love the way Jesus says to love?  His kind 
of love is all about the person you are to love. 
 

• Jesus said, “Love your neighbor.” (Matthew 22:39) How can you love your 
neighbor when your neighbor has done nothing for you? 
 

• Jesus said, “Love your enemy.” (Matthew 5:44) How can you love your enemy 
when all he does is threaten you and hurt you? 
 

 By the world’s definition of love, you are going to love people for what they can 
give you.  But if Jesus is going to be your mentor on love, you are going to love people 
for what you can give them.  Love, in the Biblical sense, is not an emotion, but an act of 
will.  Love is a decision you make.  And what you decide is to seek what God wants for 
someone, and to be a blessing to that person. 
 
 Listen to what I Corinthians 13 says about love: 

Love is patient, 
Love is kind. 
It does not envy, 



3 
 

It does not boast, 
It is not proud. 
It is not rude, 
It is not self-seeking. 
It is not easily angered, 
It keeps no record of wrongs. 
Love does not delight in evil 
But rejoices in the truth. 
It always protects, 
Always trusts, 
Love always hopes, always perseveres. 
 

 Does this describe the way we naturally love if we aren’t trying to love as God 
calls us to love? 
   

• How many times have you been impatient with someone you love?   

• How often do you miss a chance to be kind?   

• Do you ever envy a person you love?   

• Do you keep a record of wrongs?   

• Do you easily get angry at your loved ones? 

We do all these things, because of our battles with sin.  But the Biblical ideal for love is 
to love the way the Bible describes in First Corinthians 13.  Jesus told us, “Love one 
another as I have loved you.” (John 15:12)  He is calling us to love the way God loves.  
If God did not love us this way, if He loved us for what we could give Him, He would 
have stopped loving us long ago. 
   
 Once you understand love God’s way, you can make a whole lot more sense out 
of the marriage vows we take in Christian marriage.  We promise to love each other 
through thick and thin, good and bad, for as long as we live.  You cannot promise to 
always feel a certain way.  But you can promise, with God’s help, always to do your best 
to seek what God wants for someone and to be a blessing to them. 
 
 Let’s take a look at Jesus’ parable.  The rich man “loved” all the things he had—
his comfort, his luxury, his peace, the good food on his table.  Right at his gate was 
poor, suffering Lazarus.  Do you suppose the story would have come out differently if, 
instead of ignoring Lazarus every day, the rich man had tossed him a couple of coins?  
Is this what Jesus was saying to His listeners who were rich and comfortable and self-
absorbed?  Was He saying, for just pennies a day, you can buy your way to heaven?  
Well, of course not.  What He was saying was that the meaning of life is not in being all 
wrapped up in yourself or loving your things.  True life is found in loving God and loving 
people the way God loves. 
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 That is what Paul is saying to Timothy in today’s epistle reading. 

7 Command those who are rich in this present world ... to do good, to be rich in 
good deeds, and to be generous and willing to share. 19 In this way they will lay 
up treasure for themselves as a firm foundation for the coming age, so that they 
may take hold of the life that is truly life. 

  
 That is the first difference between Christians and other generous persons.  The 
understanding of love that comes from Jesus, the Son of the living God, is that love is 
something we commit to do, because we know and belong to God.  We decide to seek 
what God wants for a person, and to be a blessing to that person. 
 
 The second thing that makes a Christian different from another generous person 
is how we understand suffering.  We serve a God who so loved the world that He gave 
His only Son, to come into the world and to set us free.  In order to do that, Jesus 
suffered at the hands of those who rejected Him, ridiculed Him, and crucified Him.  Now 
we, His people, count it a privilege to share in His suffering. 
 

• The Bible calls our ministry a “fellowship of sharing in Christ’s suffering.” 
(Philippians 3:10) 
 

• Paul, in encouraging Timothy, said, “...join me in suffering for the Gospel.”  
(2Timothy 1:8) 
 

• Philippians 1:29 tells us, “For it has been granted to you on behalf of Christ not 
only to believe on Him, but also to suffer for Him....” 
 

• Peter tells us, “..if you suffer as a Christian, do not be ashamed, but praise God 
that you bear that name.” (I Peter 4:16). Rejoice that you participate in the 
sufferings of Christ,” he says, “so that you may be overjoyed when His glory is 
revealed.” (I Peter 4:13) 

 
 We understand suffering differently than the world.  To the world, suffering is 
something to be avoided at all costs.  So the secular man will either ignore a Lazarus 
sitting at his gate with sores on his body, or else he will give the man some money.  Or, 
if he is really concerned, he might even set up a foundation to try and wipe out poverty.  
But he won’t think he is serving a Savior by getting down there on the ground with 
Lazarus and embracing him and attending to his sores and taking him into his home for 
a meal.  
 
 The world sees suffering as meaning that something needs to be fixed.  We fix 
hungry people by sending them food.  We fix sick people by giving them medical care.  
We fix ignorant people by educating them.  But what is the message of a Savior who 
saved us through His suffering?  To follow a Savior like that, you have to believe that 
what makes the world better is love, and sacrifice, and sharing in the suffering of others.  
“For it has been granted to [us] on behalf of Christ not only to believe on Him, but also 
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to suffer for Him...” (Philippians 1:29)  And through that suffering, Christians enter into 
other people’s lives. 
 
 Jackie Pullinger is a Christian who has served among prostitutes, drug addicts 
and gang members since 1966.  After a dramatic “born-again” experience, she bought a 
one-way ticket to Hong Kong.  She gave up a comfortable life.  She gave up her family 
back in England.  She took on suffering in order to be involved in the  lives of messed-
up people with the message of the saving love of Jesus.  Jackie once said, “God wants 
us to have soft hearts and hard feet.”  What she means by soft hearts is that God has 
called us to have compassion and mercy and generosity for those who are desperately 
in need of His love.  And by hard feet, she means we should be willing to go on the 
rough road and the torturous path to be there with them. 
 
 How does a Christian differ from other generous people?  We understand love 
differently, and we see suffering differently.  And there is one other difference.  The 
other difference is where our hope lies.  Jesus tells us to store up treasures for 
ourselves in heaven. (Matthew 6:19-21)  He tells us to take our focus off our goods and 
our comforts in the here and now, and to focus on things eternal.  And the letter to 
Timothy we read this morning says, 
  

Command those who are rich in this present world not to be arrogant nor to put 
their hope in wealth, which is so uncertain, but to put their hope in God.... [1 
Timothy 6:17] 
 

We Christians put our hope for the world not in wealth, but in God.  What good is it to 
give people a better education, or a stable democracy or modern hospitals or a booming 
economy, and leave their souls lost in darkness?  For the secular worldview leads only 
to a dead end.  It is based on false assumptions and spiritual blindness.  It does not 
account for the source of human dignity.  And it misses the meaning of life and the true 
source of all hope. 
   
 Yes, we share our wealth, our wisdom, our technology with those who are 
suffering.  But that is not where our hope for the future of God’s creation is. Our hope is 
in Christ, who is our past, our present and our future: 
 

• In the past, He rescued us from sin and death. 

• In the present, He empowers us by His Holy Spirit to have soft hearts and hard 
feet. 
 

• And in the future, He will lead us to glory. 

 That is why we love in a different way than the other kind and generous people in 
the world.  That is why we are prepared to suffer in service to our Savior. Our hope, and 
the hope of the world, is in the God who created all this and who holds the future in His 
hands. 
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