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25 On one occasion an expert in the law stood up to test Jesus.  “Teacher,” he asked, 

“what must I do to inherit eternal life?” 
26 “What is written in the Law?” he replied.  “How do you read it?” 
27 He answered, “‘Love the Lord your God with all your heart and with all your soul 

and with all your strength and with all your mind;’ and, ‘Love your neighbor as yourself.’” 
28 “You have answered correctly,” Jesus replied.  “Do this and you will live.” 
29 But he wanted to justify himself, so he asked Jesus, “And who is my neighbor?” 
30 In reply Jesus said: “A man was going down from Jerusalem to Jericho, when he was 

attacked by robbers.  They stripped him of his clothes, beat him and went away, leaving 

him half dead.  31 A priest happened to be going down the same road, and when he saw the 

man, he passed by on the other side.  32 So too, a Levite, when he came to the place and saw 

him, passed by on the other side.  33 But a Samaritan, as he traveled, came where the man 

was; and when he saw him, he took pity on him.  34 He went to him and bandaged his 

wounds, pouring on oil and wine.  Then he put the man on his own donkey, brought him to 

an inn and took care of him.  35 The next day he took out two denarii and gave them to the 

innkeeper.  ‘Look after him,’ he said, ‘and when I return, I will reimburse you for any 

extra expense you may have.’ 
36 “Which of these three do you think was a neighbor to the man who fell into the hands 

of robbers?” 
37 The expert in the law replied, “The one who had mercy on him.” 

Jesus told him, “Go and do likewise.” 

 
In the Gospel of Matthew, we’re told of a time when the Apostle Peter came to Jesus and 

asked Him, “Lord, how many times shall I forgive my brother or sister who sins against 

me?  Up to seven times?”  “Not seven times,” Jesus answered, “but seventy–seven times” 

(Mt. 18:21-22).  Now, some of the ancient manuscripts have seventy times seven instead of 

seventy-seven, which would bring the grand total up to four hundred ninety times, but we realize 

that was Jesus was trying to communicate to Peter was that there was no limit—not seven, nor 

seventy, nor even seven hundred—to the mercy and forgiveness we show to our brothers and 

sisters in Christ. 

I thought of that conversation between Peter and Jesus this week because it’s really quite 

similar to the lesson we find Jesus teaching in our Gospel lesson this morning from Luke 10.  In 

our message, a man came to Jesus to ask him some questions.  Luke tells us that the man was a 

lawyer, but don’t think of a lawyer like the ones you’d find today at Jones, Jones, and Jones 

Attorneys at Law.  In the first century Jewish world, a lawyer was someone who was an expert in 

the Law of Moses.  He was a student of God’s Word who interpreted God’s Law and, when 

called upon, applied it to situations in everyday life.  He was, more or less, what the Jews would 

refer to today as a rabbi. 

His question was simple and straightforward: Teacher, having done what things might 

I then enter eternal life?  His question revealed the opinion which so many people then and 
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now share; the opinion of our sinful nature that says, “I can do something to merit my salvation.”  

For first century Jews, that opinion came from a misunderstanding of God’s law and a failure to 

understand the main purpose of the law.  Even this well-educated teacher of the law still clung on 

to the idea that the law was there to show him how he could obtain his own salvation.  Because 

his weakness was in his comprehension of the law, that’s right where Jesus take him.  What is 

written in the Law, He asked the man, How do you read it? 

He gave a pretty solid answer.  He quoted from Deuteronomy 6 and Leviticus 19, Love 

the Lord your God with all your heart and with all your soul and with all your strength 

and with all your mind; and love your neighbor as yourself.  In fact, Jesus would later quote 

those same two passages saying that they provided a summary of all of God’s Law.  For now, he 

commended the man: You have answered correctly.  And in answer to his original question—

“What must I do to inherit eternal life?—Jesus added, Do this and you will live.  Only if this 

lawyer could rightfully say that he had loved God with all his heart, soul, strength, and mind and 

that he had loved his neighbor as himself, could he then hope to merit his own eternal salvation.  

Jesus was trying to show him the true purpose of the law, which was to reveal to him that he was 

a sinner, that he could not inherit eternal life by himself, and that he needed a Savior. 

But the lawyer missed the point.  Assuming that his love for God went without saying, he 

moves on to that second command: love your neighbor as yourself.  Now, depending on the 

boundaries involved, he felt confident he had kept that command as well, so in order to justify 

himself, he asked Jesus, “And who is my neighbor?” 
It really isn’t that foreign of a concept even for us, is it?  We know that this command to 

love our neighbors is one that Jesus Himself has given us.  We know that following Jesus, and 

being His disciples, means that we will love our neighbors as ourselves.  On Maundy Thursday 

as Jesus prepared to establish the New Covenant through his death on the cross He said, As I 

have loved you, so you must love one another.  By this everyone will know that you are my 

disciples, if you love one another (Jn 13:34-35).  but then we start asking the same exact 

question this lawyer did: “So, who exactly is one another, who is my neighbor?”  If we can 

eliminate the people we don’t like, the people whose lifestyles we disapprove of, the people we 

feel are beneath us, the people who inconvenience us, and the people who actively or perhaps 

subtly antagonize and oppose us then, yes, we just might be able to do that. 

When I really stop to think about it, I scarcely get through a week without subconsciously 

or even consciously trying to justify myself by asking that question, “Does this person qualify as 

my neighbor?”  And so this parable that Jesus tells, was not just for that lawyer, it is for you and 

me as well. 

A certain man (I think it’s safe to assume he was a Jewish man), was traveling down the 

road from Jerusalem to Jericho.  Now the hike from Jerusalem down to Jericho is about 

seventeen miles and the drop in elevation is over four thousand feet.  Between the caves and the 

crags and the boulders that rocky, mountain road had ample cover for bandits and robbers and it 

eventually became known as the “bloody way” because so many people were attacked on it.  

And sure enough, the man in our story is surrounded by robbers who strip him of his clothing 

and possessions, beat him severely, and leave him for dead. 

But as chance would have it, a priest was traveling the same road, perhaps heading home 

to Jericho after fulfilling his priestly duties in Jerusalem.  But when he came across this helpless 

man, he passed by on the other side.  It seems when the question who is my neighbor crossed his 

mind he safely decided that this man was not and left him lying on the wayside.  But, never fear, 

a Levite, a member of the priestly tribe was not too far behind him.  Sadly though, when faced 
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with the same question, he too decided this man was not his neighbor and passed by on the other 

side.  The next traveler to happen along was a Samaritan.  Relations between the Jews and the 

Samaritans had never been good (I imagine if Jesus were teaching this parable today, He might 

have used a Palestinian for this particular character), and no one would have batted an eyelash to 

hear that the Samaritan too passed by and left this poor Jew on the side of the road. 

But he didn’t.  No, when he saw the state the man was in he stopped, administered first 

aid, saddled the man on his animal, and led him to an inn where he took care of the man and 

finally, when he had to leave, left provisions for the innkeeper adding that if any additional 

expenses were accrued he would repay them when he returned. 

So then, Jesus asks us, Which of these three do you think was a neighbor to the man 

who fell into the hands of robbers?  And the lawyer gave the same answer I think all of us 

would give, The one who had mercy on him, to which Jesus replied, “Go and do likewise.” 

The lesson that Jesus was teaching this lawyer and which He would have us take to heart 

as well, is that the proper question is not “Who is my neighbor?”  The proper question is “Whose 

neighbor am I?” or maybe even better “Am I being a loving and merciful neighbor to those 

needy people that the Lord places in my path?”  Jesus leaves us no wiggle room to set up 

boundaries on who the recipients of our love should be.  He doesn’t allow us to set aside groups 

of people based on race, or religion, or lifestyle, or wealth, or political standings and say “they 

are not my neighbors.”  He simply commands us to go and show mercy, to go and show 

undeserved love to anyone who needs it; and in this world that has been corrupted by sin, that’s 

everyone. 

What Jesus doesn’t do, is lay out for us how it is that we’re supposed to show that mercy 

in this case or that one.  The New Testament is not an exhaustive guide book; it doesn’t paint out 

what exactly we should do in any given situation.  What it does do and what Jesus does for us, is 

paint a picture of what Christian character looks like.  A Christian, a disciple answering Jesus’ 

call to Follow Me, is someone who reflects the mercy and love that our Savior showed to us. 

One major capacity where this comes into play in our lives today and even over the 

course of the past few weeks is in the area of racism and prejudice.  On the one hand, we can’t 

allow ourselves to fall prey to the temptation to treat others with hatred or spite because of some 

group we’ve placed them in whether that’s based race, gender, social standing, or whatever it 

might be.  Jesus demonstrated the boundlessness of His love when He died for all people on the 

cross and it is that boundless love which we must reflect if we follow Him.   

On the other hand, we can’t allow ourselves to be tolerant or permissive of the prejudices 

of others either.  It’s tempting to just sit back quietly in our homes and allow the world around us 

to deal with itself; but to be silent is to give permission.  And if there are people out there in need 

we need to seek to assist them and strive to ensure that they are justly treated no matter what 

group they belong to.  At the same time, we need to be careful that in such dealings our words 

and actions are always founded in love.  It may well be that showing mercy to someone in need 

means pointing out to them that their actions are sinful.  But if we do that in a hateful or violent 

manner then we haven’t helped the situation.  At all times, as we follow Jesus as His disciples, 

our thoughts and words and actions must be rooted in love. 

This parable of the Good Samaritan, as well-known and well-loved as it is, is annoying.  

It’s annoying because it pricks at our consciences.  Because if following Jesus and keeping 

God’s law means that I need to show love to everyone, then I know I have failed.  There is no 

way that I can justify my actions.  And finally, the true purpose of God’s law is revealed.  It 
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leads me—it leads us—to realize that we are sinful, and that if we hope to inherit eternal life, we 

need a Savior. 

I hope that the lawyer Jesus was talking to came to that realization as well.  If so, then 

there was hope for him yet.  Because the man he was talking to was His Savior, and He’s my 

Savior, and He’s yours as well.  If he had realized his fault at that moment and confessed to 

Jesus, “I have not done that perfectly.  I cannot do it,” then Jesus might have replied, “I know, 

and that is why I have come.  So that I might live a life of perfect, boundary-free love in your 

place, and so that I might endure the punishment for your shortcomings in your place.”  That is 

what Jesus did.  He lived a perfect life and died an innocent death for you.  So that you might 

inherit eternal life.  Jesus showed the entire world His perfect, unconditional love.  Go and do 

likewise. 

Amen. 

 


