Luke 10:25-37
1988


On one occasion an expert in the law stood up to test Jesus. “Teacher,” he asked, “what must I do to inherit eternal life?”



“What is written in the Law?” He replied. “How do you read it?”



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.’”



“You have answered correctly,” Jesus replied. “Do this and you will live.”



But he wanted to justify himself, so he asked Jesus, “And who is my neighbor?”



In reply Jesus said: “A man was going down from Jerusalem to Jericho, when he fell into the hands of robbers. They stripped him of his clothes, beat him and went away, leaving him half dead. 
A priest happened to be going down the same road, and when he saw the man, he passed by on the other side. 
So too, a Levite, when he came to the place and saw him, passed by on the other side. 
But a Samaritan, as he traveled, came where the man was; and when he saw him, he took pity on him. 
He went to him and bandaged his wounds, pouring on oil and wine. Then he put the man on his own don​key, took him to an inn and took care of him. 
The next day he took out two silver coins 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.’



“Which of these three do you think was a neighbor to the man who fell into the hands of robbers?”



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


Jesus told him, “Go and do likewise.”


Last Monday there was an accident involving a car and a motor​cycle.  They say motorcycles are fun to ride, but you have very little pro​tection in an accident.  The rider of the motorcycle ended up underneath the car.  His motorcycle caught on fire, and ignited the front of the car.  Things did not look good for the rider of the motorcycle, still very much alive under​neath the car which was starting on fire.  There is a gas tank on the motorcycle which apparently has not exploded yet, and there is another gas tank on the car, which could go at any time.


The news called them good Samaritans who rushed over to help.  They tried to lift the car off the man trapped underneath, but couldn’t.  They got some construction workers to help, and managed to lift the car and pull the man to safety.  He was taken by ambulance to the hospital, and the report was that although he was badly injured, he would survive.  All of that thanks to those good Samaritans.


They risked a lot to help that young man.  There could have been an explosion at any time which would have covered all of them in burning gasoline.  The fire could have spread to them.  They certainly could have hurt their backs trying to lift a car.  What if they weren’t in time, and the man they rescued was only a corpse?  But they endured the risk and saved the man’s life.


The man in Jesus’ parable also faced some risks.  Had the robbers really gone away, or were they still lingering in the area, using the beaten man as bait?  In that case, when the good Samaritan stopped to help, they would have also beaten him, robbed him, and left him, perhaps also as bait.  That would have made the priest and the Levite look pretty smart!  It is not unheard of even today for there to be a car stopped along a deserted section of freeway with the hood up and a pretty girl looking in despair at the engine.  When an unsuspecting motorist stops to help, her friends come out of hiding, beat up the motorist, rob him of his wallet and of his car.  Good Samaritans can face some risks.


But the greatest risk involved in Jesus’ parable of the good Sama​ritan comes not from the robbers, not from the fire, but from the expert in the law.  The greatest risk comes to people who think they understand the parable, but really miss the point entirely.  The parable is told in the context of a conversation with the expert of the law.  That context of that conver​sation determines how Jesus wants His parable to be understood.  Any other understanding is not only wrong, but dangerously risky.


The evangelist Luke tells us that the expert in the law wanted to test Jesus.  We would call an expert in the law a lawyer.  Lawyers today and then had extra education.  Jesus is not noted for being highly educated.  In fact, some have concluded that Jesus never went to school at all, but I have not been convinced of that.  But either way, the lawyer was feeling full of himself because of his great education, and so devised a question to test Jesus, that is, a difficult question which could not be answered correctly.  Since he is trying to test Jesus, he can hardly have been friendly toward Him.


The question he asks already reveals lack of accurate knowledge about Jesus.  He asks, “Teacher, what must I do to inherit eternal life?”  There are basically two ways in which we receive things: either we earn them or they are given to us.  When you work at your job and at the end of the week receive a paycheck, the boss can’t call that a gift, because you have earned it.  However, when you inherit something from your parents, that is a gift, not something that you have earned.  But this expert in the law mixes the two together, asking, “What must I do to inherit eternal life?”  What do I have to do so that eternal life will be given to me?


Jesus, the master Teacher, does not answer him directly, but directs him to the answer he already knew.  Jesus said, “What is written in the Law? How do you read it?”  If he is indeed an expert in the law, he should know what is written in the law.  Jesus is not referring to the lawbooks by the running cubit on the man’s shelves, but to the Old Testament, especially the first five books of the Old Testament, which were known as the Law of Moses.  Let’s see what the man finds to quote from those books of the Bible.


The man answered with quotations from Deuteronomy and from Leviticus, some of the books Jesus had referred to.  According to the pas​sages he cited, the Old Testament requires love from us, love for God and love for our neighbors.  He quoted, “‘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.’”  There are many other passages from the Old Testament that he could have quoted, but these are the passages he chose.  The passages reveal the man’s mindset: he was operating with the law only.  He did not quote the Gospel passages that abound in the Law of Moses, such as the beautiful promise given to Abra​ham: “Through your Offspring all nations on earth will be blessed.” Gn22v18.

Jesus’ answer to this expert in the law is all-important.  A passage in Solomon’s book of Proverbs says, “Answer a fool according to his folly,” Pr26v5, and that is what Jesus did.  The man had given Jesus a law answer, and Jesus simply let him feel the real force of the law.  Jesus said, “You have answered correctly. Do this and you will live.”  It was certainly a correct answer, because the law of God is very much part of God’s Word, and God is very serious about His laws.  Jesus promises the man that if he does what the law says, he will live.  If he keeps all of the laws perfectly all of the time, then he will live.  That promise is stated in the books of Moses clearly and plainly.  That is God’s truth.  But it certainly isn’t all of God’s truth.


Jesus’ words worked on the heart of this expert in the law.  Jesus has just praised him for answering correctly, and that goes to his head.  But there is also a tremendous mystery there before him.  Jesus has led him to recite parts of God’s law about loving God and loving his neigh​bor, and has promised that if he does that, then he will live.  The mystery the expert in the law faces is that he obviously doesn’t keep those laws.  He may convince himself that he loves God, for God is very lovable, but how can he love his neighbor?  He can find all kinds of reasons not to love his neighbor.  Familiarity does, after all, breed contempt.  No, Jesus must not mean all his neighbors.  Maybe it is enough if he loves only the best of his neighbors, only his favorite neighbors.  Yes, he thinks, God will be satisfied with that, won’t he?  So he asks Jesus, “Who is my neighbor?”


Just in case we haven’t yet understood the mindset of this expert in the law, the evangelist Luke writes that the man “wanted to justify him​self.”  Right there is the problem.  The man wants to justify himself, that means that he wants to declare himself just and perfect and holy.  He wants to achieve that for himself.  If this expert in the law can carefully manipulate the laws, he can prove that he has kept all of the laws perfectly, because he has always loved the best of his neighbors, he had always loved his favorite neighbors.  Surely Jesus will see that.


And so Jesus tells the parable of the Good Samaritan to answer the question of this expert in the law, “Who is my neighbor?”  The answer the expert in the law is led to see is that his neighbor is anyone in need, even his worst enemy.  Jews and Samaritans were not best of friends, but the best of enemies.  When Jesus talked to the woman at the well in Samaria, the evangelist John explains for us, “Jews do not associate with Samaritans.” Jn4v9.  And if the neighbors in question are everyone, even his enemies, then this expert in the law is clearly lost.  He will not live, but he will die.  He needs help.  Help stands before him.  Will he ask for that help?


Jesus actually approaches the answer to the question from the other side.  Jesus does not ask who the neighbor is, but who has been neighborly, who has acted like a neighbor.  It wasn’t the priest, it wasn’t the Levite, it wasn’t the expert in the law, but the Samaritan, and above all, Jesus.  For Jesus has just shown mercy on this expert in the law, who doesn’t know the first thing about God’s law.  Jesus has just carefully explained things to him, and helped him to see the full severity of God’s law.  God’s law cannot be explained away, as he was trying to do.  He must reach the conclusion that he is lost and can’t help himself.  And then Jesus can help him.


There is risk involved.  You could fall into the hands of robbers.  You could be burned.  And the greatest risk is that you could misunderstand Jesus’ parable.  He is not teaching us how to inherit eternal life.  He is teaching us the absolutely terrifying severity of God’s law which requires total love from us always.  When that sinks in, when we see our need for help, then we look and see Jesus with His arms outstretched, dying for our sins on the cross.  That is where we find real love.  That is where we find eternal life.  We inherit eternal life, it is given to us, through faith in Jesus, and in no other way.  Amen.
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