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THE GOOD SAMARITAN

Luke 10:25-37

Key Verse: 10:28

 “‘You have answered correctly,’ Jesus replied. ‘Do this and you will live.’”
Who here has ever rode on the El? In my last job I had to take the orange line downtown everyday. Have you ever wondered, “What if I fell on the tracks when the train was coming?” Or what about if someone else fell on the tracks? Would you jump to their rescue? But that’s exactly what happened on the New York subway back in January 2007. Wesley Autrey, a 50-year-old construction worker and Navy veteran, faced both those questions in a flashing instant. Mr. Autrey was waiting for the train when a nearby, a man collapsed, his body convulsing. Mr. Autrey and two women rushed to help, he said. The man managed to get up, but then stumbled to the platform edge and fell to the tracks, between the two rails. Just then the headlights of the No. 1 train appeared. “I had to make a split decision,” Mr. Autrey said. So he made one, and leapt. Mr. Autrey lay on top of the man, his heart pounding, pressing him down in a space roughly a foot deep. The train’s brakes screeched, but it could not stop in time. Five cars rolled overhead before the train stopped, the cars passing inches from his head, smudging his blue knit cap with grease. To everyone’s shock both men were okay. Afterward Mr. Autrey refused medical help, because, he said, nothing was wrong. People praised him as a good Samaritan for what he did. But he commented, “I don’t feel like I did something spectacular; I just saw someone who needed help, and I did what I felt was right.”

Out of all of Jesus’ parables maybe none have worked their way deeper into our society than the parable of the Good Samaritan. Even the dictionary defines “Good Samaritan” as anyone who goes out of their way to help another. It’s a theme that TV news stations love to feature because it captures the viewer’s attention and gives a bright spot to a usually dark picture as was the case with Wesley Autrey. Let’s take a closer look at how the good Samaritan began.

It’s interesting to see that Luke records this event right after Jesus said, “…You have hidden these things from the wise and learned, and revealed them to children....” Jesus’ disciples were considered the “little children” while the religious leaders were the “wise and learned.” And now we meet another “wise and learned” person who was a legal expert, a scholar who had been schooled in the intricacies of the law. Look at verse 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?"” The Bible says that this man was an expert in the law. The definition of an expert is a person with a high degree of skill in, or knowledge of, a certain subject. Legal teams, both prosecutors and defenders, call upon expert witnesses to use their advanced knowledge to help prove their case. Likewise this man had advanced knowledge in the law, or more specifically in God’s word. 

The lawyer’s question: “What must I do to inherit eternal life?” was an important one, maybe the most important of one’s life. Eternal life was a hot topic of discussion for many Rabbis because of God’s promise as a reward to God’s people in Daniel 12:2 which says, “Multitudes who sleep in the dust of the earth will awake: some to everlasting life, others to shame and everlasting contempt.” (Jesus will be asked the same question by a rich young ruler) Actually, all people long for eternal life. Ecclesiastes 3:11b says, “He [God] has also set eternity in the hearts of men....” God gave man the awareness and longing for eternal life. That’s why this man longed for eternal life so desperately. But in asking his question he revealed that he wasn’t sure that he had eternal life. 


He asked a good question but with a wrong motive. Luke tells us that his underlying motive was not to find out the answer but to test Jesus. However in testing Jesus, he was not trying to trap him like other Pharisees, but rather he is trying to measure Jesus’ knowledge of the scriptures. In this we see the man’s problem. His study of the Scriptures should have led him to eternal life but like so many Pharisees he missed the point. In contrast, Jesus’ disciples were unschooled, ordinary men, yet they knew that Jesus had the words of eternal life. (Jn 6:68) Ironically this “expert in the law” studied the Bible so much and yet he never met God personally. Our motive in Bible study matters. God promises that if we seek Him with all our heart we will find Him. (Dt 4:29) Outwardly he looked ok, as a respected expert, but inwardly he was empty, because he didn’t have assurance of eternal life. All of this stemmed from his wrong motive in studying the scriptures. 

Jesus answers his question with a question. Look at verse 26. “What is written in the Law?" he replied. "How do you read it?” Instead of answering the man’s question, Jesus appeals to the expert’s self-perception of being the authority and turns the question back on him. In essence Jesus says, “You're the expert, you tell me."

Delighted to display his knowledge “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.” (v27) The expert lawyer’s answer shows his wisdom and insight. In fact he agrees with Jesus and summarizes the Ten Commandments and the whole law in one sentence. Even though he could recite the law, the fact remained that he didn’t have assurance of eternal life. Jesus even compliments him on his answer: "You have answered correctly," and so in the balance of this relationship between expert and novice, Jesus now assumes the role of expert on the Law, commenting on the rightness or wrongness of his interpretation. The lawyer who sought to test Jesus is now himself being tested. 

Then Jesus concluded, “Do this and you will live.” Having the right knowledge from Bible study was important, but it wasn’t enough. He needed to put what he learned into practice. It’s through his obedience to God’s command that he could experience God’s love personally and thus be assured of eternal life. Jesus’ words, “Do this and you will live,” give us the secret to eternal life. He said that if we love God with all our hearts we will live. And to love God means to obey Him. Jesus said over and over again, “If you love me, you will obey what I command.”(Jn 14:15) And “Whoever has my commands and obeys them, he is the one who loves me. He who loves me will be loved by my Father, and I too will love him and show myself to him."” (Jn 14:21) Obedience equals love. Therefore to sincerely accept and put one word of God into practice is more important than knowing a thousand theological arguments.

Abraham’s a good example. He wasn’t a theologian, but he may have obeyed God better than anyone else, except for Jesus. Through his obedience he expressed his love to God. When God told him to leave his country and people and father’s household and go to a new land, he obeyed and went, even though he didn’t know where he was going. Abraham had his ups and downs in his life of faith, but he always obeyed God at the right time. Even when God commanded him to offer his only son, Isaac, he was going to do it because he trusted in God. Through this he showed that he loved God more than anyone, or anything, else in the world. Abraham didn’t love God with words alone, but through his obedience. Then he had assurance of God’s love and of eternal life in the kingdom of God. 

When Jesus said, “Do this and you will live,” he strongly encouraged him to practice the love of God instead of just talking about it. So how did he respond? Take a look at verse 29. “But he wanted to justify himself, so he asked Jesus, "And who is my neighbor?"” What he needed to do wasn’t complicated. He needed to love God and to love his neighbor. That’s it. But in typical lawyer fashion, instead of repenting, he tries to defend himself by defining his words. He takes the focus off the real issue, his actions, and puts it on something that didn’t really matter. He wanted to define who his neighbor was. This is a common strategy for a lawyer in a tight spot. Basically, the expert in the law agreed with loving God and loving his neighbors but he wanted to limit his love to only the people he approved of. So his real question was, “Who can I ignore without breaking the law?” 

The Jews typically interpreted neighbor as “one who was near,” like those in their community or people like them. The Pharisees tended to exclude “ordinary people” and non Jews from their definition. I bet everyone has their own definition of neighbor. Being a fellow Jew, when he asked Jesus maybe he hoped that Jesus would also limit his definition and exclude people like the Romans, Gentiles, tax collectors, prostitutes and beggars. Perhaps he defined “neighbor” as his wife, his children, and his friends from law school. But from Jesus’ point of view, he needed not only a proper definition of the word “neighbor” but a change in his attitude.  


Jesus answers with a parable. Parables are stories told to make a point. They weren’t real, but they capture true-to-life details in such a way that hearers' identify with the elements of the story and can grasp of the spiritual lesson of the story. Jesus places in his story two well-known figures in society, priests and Levites. Look at verse 30. “30In 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.” Maybe this sounds familiar, like an IIT student going home down 33rd street after dark. Suddenly he’s confronted by gang members who strip off his clothes and steal his shoes. Then they beat him and leave not caring if he was alive or dead. 

As he was lying there, a priest happened to be going down the same road. The priest was be returning to Jericho after his service in the temple at Jerusalem as Jericho was known as a principal residence for priests. This priest should have taken care of him, (for he was called to be a shepherd for God's people.) but to our shock he walked right by the guy even going over to the other side of the road. As a priest he must have had in depth knowledge of God’s word. But when he saw the man lying on the road, who he thought was dead, the only thing that popped into his head was Numbers 19:11, “He who touches a dead man is unclean for seven days.” In this case his Bible knowledge didn’t motivate him to help a dying man. Instead, it gave him an excuse not to. This priest didn’t act like a shepherd, but more like a hired hand. Sometimes without the right attitude, (out of our selfishness or sinful nature) we can use the word of God for our own benefit, instead of helping others. 


Now take a look at verse 32. A Levite happened to be going down the same road and he too passed by on the other side. In New Testament times, Levites were not on the same level as the priests but they were still a privileged group in society and responsible for policing the Temple. In Jesus' story, both the priest and Levite see the wounded man and pass on the other side of the road. They see the man's need but choose not to help. After the priest and Levite the listeners were probably expecting a Jewish layman to be the third and climatic character. But, no. Jesus introduces a Samaritan into the story. 


Look at verse 33. “But a Samaritan, as he traveled, came where the man was; and when he saw him, he took pity on him.” The appearance of a Samaritan was certainly a surprise because they were particularly hated in Jesus' day. They were regarded as half-breeds and not even considered a people. There was open disdain and hatred for them as John noted: that Jews don’t even associate with Samaritans. (Jn 4:9) For Jesus to introduce the Samaritan as the one who gave mercy, must have stung those listening especially when "mercy" was one of the pillars of Judaism. In contrast to the priest and Levite, the Samaritan, who was the dying man’s enemy, doesn’t move to the other side of the road but took pity on him. 

The words “took pity” show that he had genuine sympathy for the suffering man. More than that, he took action to help the wounded man. Without a thought for his own safety, (maybe the robbers who did this to him were still close by and could do the same to him?) the Samaritan went to the man and began to bandage his wounds, pouring on oil and wine. He wasn’t a doctor,  but when he had heart, he could treat his wounds. Then he put the man on his own donkey and took him to a place to take care of him. 

After spending the night with him, the next day the Samaritan took out two silver coins and deposited them with the innkeeper, asking him to take care of the man until he returned. He also assumed responsibility for all other expenses which would accrue. In this nameless Samaritan, we see a compassionate heart that drives the action of love. The Samaritan's love of his neighbor was costly. He used his own supplies to cleanse and soothe the man's wounds, his own clothing to bandage him, his own animal to carry him while he walked, his own money to pay for his care, and his own reputation and credit to vouch for any further expenses the man's care would require. Love can be costly.


Now Jesus punches home his point and asks, “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.” (36-37) Then Jesus told him, "Go and do likewise." Mercy is required of us. The prophet Isaiah gave us God’s directive to set the oppressed free and to share our food with the hungry, shelter for the wanderer and clothes for the naked. (Isa 58:6-7) And God said through the prophet Hosea, “For I desire mercy, not sacrifice, and acknowledgment of God rather than burnt offerings.” (Hos 6:6) Jesus himself commanded his disciples to, “Be merciful, just as your Father is merciful.” (Lk 6:36)

In this passage Luke tells us that the expert’s first motive was to test Jesus and his second was to "justify himself," so what we see here is a scholar struggling with the reality of his integrity between his beliefs and his actions. In his head he knew what was the right thing to do, but in reality he didn’t want to follow through with his actions. But if he had to, he wanted to do as little as possible and still keep the law. So that he could look good in front of others. I think that this is applicable to nearly everyone. We all make excuses and try to find the wiggle room instead of simply giving our selves over completely to God. We want to do just enough but not too much. Or in the more extreme cases when we don’t have the right attitude, be it out of our selfishness, sinful nature or what ever, we use the word of God for our own benefit, or as an excuse, instead of helping others at all. Then we begin to justify ourselves and find reasons why we should not help our neighbors. If we conclude that they are not the type of person we consider worthy, or if they irritate us, like the secretary at work, the co-worker who always asks for help, the boss who gives us a hard time, the class mate who thinks they always have the right answer, then we come up with many clever reasons why we can’t help them. 

Jesus wants us to have the character of the good Samaritan and to practice the love of God. It’s not easy to completely describe God’s love but it starts with a compassionate heart and extends mercy to even our enemies. It involves a willingness to sacrifice and to get your hands dirty. Many like the idea of helping others, so they give money. While that is good and needs to be done, they don’t like to get their hands dirty or get to close to the people they are helping. They just don’t really want to be bothered to help. 

While preparing for this message, I found myself identifying with the lawyer on “who is my neighbor” because this summer we have new neighbors who moved in on both sides of us. On one side we have a million little kids who throw rocks into our yard and smash our awning. And on the other side there are a bunch of partiers who have loud and vulgar mouths who like to hang out on their porch smoking and swearing. I don’t want to love them. I wish they would move so that we can peace and quiet again. I am like the priest who claims to be a shepherd for people but wants to move to the other side of the road. I only want to love those who are easy to love. How shallow and selfish. Jesus however wants me and all of us to put His love into practice and take care of those who he puts around us. I don’t think people come into our lives at random, I believe God puts them there. Taking care of one person with the word of God and prayer is costly. It requires devotion and sacrifice. It is not convenient or easy. It requires the humbleness of Jesus. But in the end Jesus says, “Go and do likewise.” Ultimately Jesus gave us the best example of what a good Samaritan is. When he saw the misery of mankind under the power of sin and death, he gave up his glory and power in the heaven and came down to the world to sacrifice His life for ours. 

