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In the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit; AMEN. 



 This morning we come to the Parable of the Good Samaritan.  Let me 

set the scene.  Seventy-two disciples had been out in the mission field.  They 

had been authorized and commissioned by Jesus to preach the kingdom, heal 

the sick and deliver the demon afflicted.  Their mission trip had been a great 

success and they reported back to the Lord with enthusiasm and joy.  “Lord,” 

they said, “even the demons submit to us in your name.”  Jesus rejoiced with 

them and he gave thanks to his heavenly Father that God had hidden the 

Gospel of the Kingdom from the wise and the learned, that is, from the self-

righteous and proud, but had revealed it to little children—to those who were 

humble, meek and aware of their helplessness, sin and misery. 

   Well, in our lesson today Jesus has an encounter with one of the 

“wise and learned” from whom the gospel had been hidden.  He was an 

expert in the law.  A lawyer.  Not a real estate or criminal lawyer, mind you, 

but a religious lawyer.  He was an expert in the law of God, in what we call 

the Old Testament.  Our lesson begins, 

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

Now this was not the question of a sincere inquirer after the truth.  The man 

asked this of Jesus because he wanted to test him, to see if he could trap the 

Lord into saying something that could be held against him.  He wanted to 



make Jesus look foolish.  And note this too: The fact that he stood up to ask 

this question indicates an aggressiveness on his part—an “in your face” sort 

of attitude.  He was trying to intimidate Jesus. 

 In spite of his lack of sincerity, however, he did put his finger on the 

most important question that any person has ever or will ever ask.  “What 

must I do to inherit eternal life?”  Let me ask that question in a couple of 

different ways.  “Lord, who may dwell in your Sanctuary?  Who may live on 

your holy hill?”  “With what shall I come before the Lord and bow down 

before the exalted God?”  “How shall my sins be pardoned?”  “How shall I 

escape the damnation of hell?”  They all amount to the same thing: What 

must I do to inherit eternal life?   

Let me add this so that we can understand how important the question 

is and what is truly at stake.  Eternal life is not merely a life of endless 

duration.  There is a Greek myth that tells of a man who tricked the gods into 

granting him one wish.  He asked for immortality, and he received it, but 

day-by-day he kept getting older and older, more and more decrepit.  His 

body fell apart.  He became a mass of pain.  But he couldn’t die.  That sort 

of eternal life became a horror.  But that is not the sort of life the lawyer is 

asking about or the sort of eternal life the Bible concerns itself with.  Eternal 



life in God is a life of both endless duration and priceless quality.  It 

includes: 

• the love of God forever shed in our hearts 
• the peace of God that passes all understanding 
• joy inexpressible and full of glory 
• fellowship with God the Father and with his Son Jesus Christ 

That is what is at stake.   

Beloved, have you thought seriously about that question?  Do you 

know the answer?  Can you say, “I not only know how to inherit eternal life, 

I have full, personal assurance that when I die I will receive that inheritance.  

Oh, I was once far from God.  I was loaded with guilt and corruption.  I was 

a child of wrath intent on storing up wrath against the day of wrath.  But for 

reasons of his own, out of the storehouse of his wonderful grace, the Lord 

came to me and spoke to my heart.  And he said,  

Come now, let us reason together.... Though your sins are like 
scarlet, they shall be as white as snow; though they are red as crimson, 
they shall be like wool. 

He forgave me.  He washed me.  He sent his Spirit to live in my heart.  He is 

working in me right now to conform me into the likeness of his Son.  And it 

is all of him and none of me.”  Can you make that testimony?  Make sure 

you get that settled immediately if you haven’t yet.  Don’t leave this place 

before you know.   



 Well, when Jesus was faced with this aggressive and insincere scribe, 

he answered his question with a question.  “What is written in the Law?... 

How do you read it?”  Now notice this.  Jesus asks, “What is written in the 

Law.”  We could paraphrase it this way: “What does the Bible say?”  

Beloved, the Bible is our sole authority.  It is our only rule of faith and 

practice.  That is, the Bible is our sure teacher about what we are to believe 

and how we are to live.  It is a firm foundation because it is the true, inerrant 

and infallible Word of God.  When you say, “the Bible says,” you are saying, 

“God says.”  In the eighth chapter of Isaiah our old friend makes the point 

this way: 

 When men tell you to consult mediums and spiritists, who 
whisper and mutter, should not a people inquire of their God?  Why 
consult the dead on behalf of the living?  To the law and to the 
testimony!  If they do not speak according to this word, they have no 
light of dawn. 

To the law and to the testimony!  To the Bible, the very Word of God. 

 In answer to Jesus’ question, the lawyer gives a good reply.  He quotes 

Deuteronomy and Leviticus: 

 “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 neighbour as yourself.” 

To this Jesus responds, “You have answered correctly...  Do this and you will 

live.”  Let me note two things.  First, this man thought to challenge Jesus, to 

make him look foolish or confused.  Jesus turns the tables by making him 



answer his own question and then telling him to practice what he preaches.  

It’s the legal expert who looks the fool.   

 Second, and more important than turning the tables on this foolish 

man, is the substance of Jesus’ remark.  It is addressed to the lawyer, but it is 

also addressed to you and me.  Love God perfectly, with your whole being, 

heart, soul, strength and mind, and love your neighbour as yourself, and you 

will life forever in the presence of God.  That’s all there is to it.  “Do this 

and you will live.”  So says our Lord.  What a wonderful opportunity the 

Lord presented that man.  He told him how to gain eternal life.  Obey the 

law, for “the law is holy, and the commandment is holy, righteous and good” 

(Rom. 7:12).  Obey the law—live a perfect life—and there will be no 

condemnation.  If only the man at that point had humbled himself, saying, 

“But I am unspiritual, sold as a slave to sin (Rom 7:14).  The trouble is not 

with the law but with me.  I cannot obey.  O Lord, be merciful to me a 

sinner.”  Mercy would have been granted.  Eternal life would have been 

bestowed.  All those who come to the Lord in that poverty of spirit will hear 

Jesus say, “Come unto me, all ye who labour and are heavy laden, and I will 

give you rest.” 

     



 The lawyer would not humble himself.  He wasn’t interested in going 

to Christ as a spiritual beggar.  He was rich in spirit and so rather than rely 

upon the Lord for his salvation he sought to justify himself.  “But he wanted 

to justify himself, so he asked Jesus, “And who is my neighbour?”  Now I 

want you to look at this closely.  This man wanted to justify himself.  He 

wanted to be right with God in his own strength so he could take credit for 

his eternal life.  There are two ways to do that.  You can either bring God 

down to your level, and imagine that he is less holy, less pure, and less 

righteous than he really is or you can puff yourself up and imagine that you 

are much better than you really are.  This man tries the first tactic.  The law 

is a refection of the character of God and the lawyer tries to shrink the law, 

making it less than it is.  If he shrinks the law down to his own size, perhaps 

he will be able to obey it.  And so he asks, “Who is my neighbour?”  He is 

thinking, “If I can get the list of neighbours whittled down—throw out the 

Gentiles, throw out those I don’t like, throw out those who don’t think like 

me, throw out all who are not Scribes or Pharisees, who are not people just 

like me—and maybe I can do this.”   

 The lawyer is looking for a bare, minimum of obedience; Jesus 

doesn’t buy it.  He knows that full devotion is required by God—all of the 

heart, all of the soul, all of the strength, all of the mind.  And to make his 



point he tells the parable of the Good Samaritan, a story that illustrates how 

broadly the law of love and mercy reaches.   

 Look at the lesson.  We’ll pick it up at verse 30: 

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.  

  
The road from Jerusalem to Jericho drops some 3,000 feet in just 17 miles.  

It is rocky and narrow in places.  The surrounding countryside is rugged and 

dotted with caves and other places where bandits could hide out.  As a result, 

it was a dangerous road.  Such muggings were commonplace.   

 A priest happened to be going down the same road, and when he saw 
the man, he passed by on the other side. 
The priest, presumably, had just finished his turn serving in the temple.  The 

priests were divided into several sections, and each section got to serve in 

the temple periodically.  They were rotated in and out so that all the priests 

could have their opportunity.  This particular priest was apparently on his 

way home.  At the time there were some 12,000 priests living in Jericho.  He 

saw the man on the side of the road, beaten and bleeding.  He passed by.  

Now some say he passed by because he didn’t want to become ritually 

unclean.  It would keep him from his work.  But that ought not to have been 

a concern, for he was coming down from Jerusalem, not going up to it.  He 

had already done his temple duty.  And in any event, the law requiring mercy 



supercedes ceremonial laws about cleanliness.  As it says in Hosea 6, “I 

desire mercy, not sacrifice.”   

 After the priest passed by a Levite passed by.  Now all priests were 

Levites, but not all Levites were priests.  This man would have been an 

assistant to the priests.  He might have overseen temple services or have 

been otherwise involved in the temple liturgy, but he would not have 

sacrificed the animals.  He was not of as high a rank as the priests but he 

would have had a great many privileges because of his station.  He looked at 

the mugging victim.  The word used indicates that he took a close look.  But 

he did nothing else.  He passed on by.   

 Now at this point the logic of the parable would indicate to the first 

listeners that an Israelite layman was going to come to the rescue of the man.  

Think of it: We have seen the priest fail to act with mercy.  We have seen the 

priest’s assistant fail to act with mercy.  Now is the time for an ordinary 

Jewish layman to come to the rescue.  At this particular point in history, after 

all, the priests were not particularly popular.  The rise of the Pharisees to 

prominence as a reform movement in Judaism bears witness to that.  But 

Jesus had a surprise up his sleeve.  He described a Samaritan passerby.  Now 

remember how Jews and Samaritans felt about each other.  They were 



enemies and had been for hundreds of years.  Jews prayed daily in their 

synagogues that Samaritans might not come to the resurrection.  Samaritans 

has broken into the Jerusalem temple and scattered human bones about the 

place in order to defile it.  Their enmity was harsh and vicious.  But this 

Samaritan proved to be a neighbour. 

 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 
donkey, 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.’ 

He gave him immediate first aid.  He gave up his donkey.  He got him to 

shelter and nursed him.  He gave the innkeeper two silver coins, enough for 

about 24 days worth of food and lodging.  He promised to return to pay for 

any extra expenses that might have been incurred.  “Charge it to me, not to 

him.”  Everything he could do for the victim, he did. 

 Now at this point Jesus changes the lawyer’s question.  The lawyer 

had asked, “Who is my neighbour?”  Jesus says, in effect, that’s the wrong 

question.  It’s not practical enough.  The question is not, “Who is my 

neighbour?” but “Am I a neighbour?”  “Am I being a good neighbour to all 

those whom God puts in my path?”   



This Scribe would have recited the Shema every morning and 

evening.  The Shema was the basic confession of faith of the Hebrews: 

 Hear O Israel, the Lord our God, the Lord is one.  Love the 
Lord your God with all your heart and with all you soul and with all 
your strength. 

He would have had a phylactery on his forehead.  It was a small, calfskin 

box containing a small piece of paper with the words of the Shema written 

down.  In his prayers and in his dress he was proclaiming for the world to 

hear, “I follow the Law.  I love God and I love my neighbour.  I am a man of 

mercy.”  And yet the parable Jesus taught clearly showed how far short of 

the mark he had fallen.   

 It’s humbling, isn’t it?  The parable isn’t only for that blind, hard-

hearted Scribe of long ago; it is for you and me today.  And the question still 

rings out—are you a neighbour, good and true, with love and mercy in your 

heart and in your deeds?  Am I?  Now before we go from humility to 

despair, let me point to God’s prescription for a merciful life.  It’s found in 

the first verses of the Sermon on the Mount.  There Jesus says, “Blessed are 

the poor in spirit.”  This is the starting point.  It starts with a recognition that 

in our own strength we will always fail to show love and mercy.  In our own 

strength we will not love God or anyone else.  We are born sinners, enemies 

of God and of one another and unless God should first come to us, strangers 



and enemies we will remain.    Second, Jesus says, “Blessed are those who 

mourn.”  The mourners he speaks of here are not those who are sad.  They 

are those who are sad because of their sins.  They know they have broken 

the law.  They know they have earned a just punishment.  They know they 

are under a curse.  And worst of all, they know they have offended a holy 

and beautiful God who deserves from them only gratitude and obedience.  

That is the stroke that hurts the most.  They have not given god the glory that 

is his due.  The third thing Jesus says is, “Blessed are the meek.”  The meek 

are those who know they have no spiritual strength, who know they have 

offended a holy God and who have come to the end of their rope, saying, “I 

have tried it my way.  I am sick and tired of it.  I surrender.  Not my will, 

Lord, but thy will be done.”  Fourth, Jesus says, “Blessed are those who 

hunger and thirst for righteousness.”  Look at the progress again.  The 

Christian is the man who knows he is spiritually impoverished, is guilty of 

sin and is sick and tired of doing things his way.  In meekness he turns to 

God and begins to long for—to hunger and thirst after the good things of 

God.  “Lord, I have tasted the bitterness of sin; now I long to taste the 

sweetness of your righteousness.”  Such people will act toward their 

neighbour with mercy and, as Jesus says, will be blessed. 



 If you want to answer the call to “go and do likewise”, there is your 

plan.  Acknowledge your utter dependence upon God.  Mourn for the many 

ways in which you have fallen short of his high calling.  Surrender to his 

will.  Long for the good things of God.  Hunger and thirst for godliness and 

righteousness.  When you have got that far, you will find that you are 

beginning to act with mercy.  You will see people in a new light.  Your 

attitude toward them will be different.  You will find yourself filled with pity 

and compassion for those who do not know what at one time you did not 

know—the love, grace and mercy of Jesus.  And who knows?  It may just be 

that God has brought them to you that you might bear witness to them, that 

they too might have everlasting life.  Even if they are Scribes.  Even if they 

are Pharisees.  Even if they are just like you and me.  In Christ’s name.  

AMEN.   


