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 We hear the word, “problem” quite often.  “What‟s your problem?”  “He‟s our „problem‟ 

child.”  “Houston, we have a problem.”  “Mom, I don‟t understand this math word problem” (our 

boys know well enough to go to mom with math questions).  Life‟s troubles are called “problems.”  

The troubles we have at work, at school or at our church are “problems.”  Our cars have problems, 

our homes have problems, our health has problems.  I wonder how many times in a week we use the 

word “problem.”  And perhaps the reason why we use the word so much is because we really do have 

problems. 

 It‟s true that sometimes our problems are very real.  But sometimes we manufacture our own 

problems that might not be problems at all.  There is an example of that in the Gospel text for today.  

The teacher of the law asks a very specific question to Jesus.  This question has a specific answer.  

All Jesus does is have the teacher of the law recite from memory what he already knows – what he 

already says twice a day.  After the teacher asks what he must do to inherit eternal life, Jesus asks, 

“What is written in the Law?  How do you read it?”  His answer comes from the Old Testament creed 

that every faithful Jewish man or woman was supposed to recite twice a day.  It‟s called the Shema – 

“Hear, O Israel, the Lord our God, the Lord is one.  Love the Lord your God with all your heart with 

all your soul and with all your strength.”  And then, for good measure, the lawyer adds, “and with all 

your mind” (that part is not in the “Shema” but I guess the lawyer thought it would be good to add).  

And also for good measure – if I love my God I should also love my neighbor.  Jesus said, “You are 

correct!” 

 But here is the “problem.”  Or, we could say, the “manufactured” problem.  “But he (that is, 

the lawyer), desiring to justify himself, said to Jesus, ‘And who is my neighbor’?”  You see, the 

reason why St. Luke said that the teacher of the law was trying to justify himself is because he was 

trying to manufacture a problem – and he believed the problem was not with him, but rather with the 

law itself.   “Jesus, there is something wrong with the Word of God because it‟s not giving me clear 

instruction on such a manner.  Jesus, it is necessary to clarify who is „neighbor‟ and who is not, to 

divide between „us‟ and „them.‟  Jesus, if we are going to use the word „neighbor‟ that must imply 

that there are some who are my neighbor and some who are not my neighbor.  Jesus, tell me who is 

excluded from your love.”  Anyone vaguely familiar with Jesus‟ ministry up to this point should 

know that absolutely no one is excluded from His love. 

 So now, Jesus tells the story of the Good Samaritan.  It‟s clear why He told it.  What seemed 

to be a problem with the Word of God will now be explained in specific/concrete terms.  The Lord 

will “draw a picture” with this story so there will not be any more misunderstanding on this subject.  

With this story, we get it.  We know what He is talking about.  We know who He is talking about.  

It‟s just that at times our willingness is lacking.  Or maybe, our willingness is there in our heart of 

hearts, but we wish not to take on more responsibility – like the priest and Levite in the story. 

 In another story in the Bible, a question is asked of the Lord that we can give an answer to.  

We know the answer.  This story was read two Sunday‟s ago.  It‟s from Genesis chapter four: “Cain 

spoke to Abel his brother.  And when they were in the field, Cain rose up against his brother Abel and 

killed him.  Then the Lord said to Cain, ‘Where is Abel your brother?’  He said, ‘I do not know; am I 

my brother’s keeper?‟” 

 The Lord‟s response was a resounding “Yes.”  “What have you done?  The voice of your 

brother’s blood is crying to me from the ground.”  Who‟s your brother?  Who‟s your sister?  Who‟s 

your neighbor?  Yes, as you might expect, based on this story told by Jesus in the Gospel text for 

today the answer to all of these questions is everyone. 



 For the priest who came along the way, he passed by the other side.  He wasn‟t walking – I 

know that in our minds we might think of a priest walking by on the other side.  No, as a member of 

the upper class he would have been riding on an animal.  He must remain ritually pure and clean.  No 

touching of sinners, especially bloody ones. 

 The same ritual laws apply to the Levite – but not on the same level.  He might have passed 

by on the other side because of the example set by the priest.  We don‟t know.  All we know is that 

the Levite did not treat the dying man as his neighbor. 

 Now, here comes the problem of who‟s my neighbor.  The man who helped was not just an 

average everyday Jewish layperson.  No, it was, of all people, a Samaritan.  The Lawyer must have 

been shocked.  “Not a Samaritan.”  There is no way a person of that linage would ever help a man 

half dead on the side of the road. 

 But the Samaritan did just that.  This was the expectation of Jesus for the lawyer and this is 

the expectation of Jesus for you and me.  Jesus solves the problem of “who‟s my neighbor.”  No 

longer can the lawyer ask that question without already knowing the answer.  But even though the 

question is answered, that doesn‟t mean we don‟t have any more problems with it. 

 Like the lawyer, we try to justify ourselves in all sorts of “wrong” ways.  Perhaps by doing so, 

we put ourselves on a „high horse” (or whatever animal – like the priest would have surely ridden).  

You feel as if you are better than others.  You feel more entitled.  You can pick and choose who your 

neighbor is because you are under no obligation.  Or are you under obligation? 

 Are you obligated?  If so, that‟s a problem, right?  There‟s too much to do, too many people 

to help and not enough time to do it in.  Beloved, being obligated toward our neighbor does not cause 

us the problems.  And obligation does not mean you have to do everything.  You can‟t do everything.  

What it means to answer the question of who‟s my neighbor and what obligations I have toward him 

is a manner of who I am before God.  Am I a selfish, self-centered, inward-looking person?  Or, do I 

do what the Samaritan did?  Do I do what Jesus does?  Do I put my neighbor before myself? 

  The story of the Good Samaritan solves a problem… that actually wasn‟t a problem in the 

first place.  It was only a problem to the lawyer.  Jesus has a way of doing this for us today as well.  

How many of us have lamented to our God that our sins are worse than anyone‟s and there is no way 

He could ever love me enough to save me?  How many times have we thought of others – the really 

bad of the bad – and wonder how God could love them?  As Jesus tells this story He definitely has 

the intent of wanting the lawyer to be like the Good Samaritan.  As Jesus tells this story, He has the 

intent of showing all of us that JESUS IS the Good Samaritan.  He is the one who binds up our 

wounds.  He is the one that gives us a place to stay, even more than a place, a heavenly home.  He is 

the one who paid for it all – not with gold or silver – but with His blood. 

 You see, men like the teacher of the law will always have problems with such questions we 

pose today until they recognize that they are the man half dead and Jesus is the one who does mercy 

as neighbor.  The lawyer says, “I will act to love my neighbor as myself; tell me who he is.”  But 

Jesus answers, “You cannot act, for you are dead.  You need someone to love you, show mercy to 

you, heal you, pay for you, give you lodging, and revive you.”  What a shock it would have been to 

the lawyer for him to realize that he is the one lying dead on the side of the road.  But it is true – for 

all of us – without Christ.  But in Christ, our Good Samaritan, He always comes to us giving us life.  

Thank God He comes.  Amen. 

 

The peace of God which passes all understanding shall keep your hearts and minds in Christ Jesus.  

Amen. 


