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St. Paul lays out in today’s Epistle that salvation is not by obedience to the law but by the free promise of God. The Law 
was given to curb sin, to bring to repentance, and to instruct in the ways of holy living. A particular purpose of the Law 
given at Sinai was to mark the nation of Israel as separate from the nations. It was not given to be a means of eternal 
salvation. That is and always has been given by God’s promise. That is what Jesus’ ministry showed. In the 22 verses of 
Luke 10 before today’s Gospel, we see Jesus send out the 72 disciples to announce the kingdom of God, His bringing of 
salvation to His people, the casting out of Satan from heaven’s courtroom, and the consolation that their names are 
written in heaven. All of that indicates that salvation is entirely God’s work. 
 
But that way of salvation is hard to swallow. Those who see themselves as wise and understanding in the ways of salvation 
cannot grasp this. And so, a lawyer comes to talk to Jesus. This is not lawyer in the sense of civil or criminal law, but more 
like a canon lawyer. He’s a judge of religious matters, a professional theologian. He’s the kind of guy who likes to study, 
talk, and argue theology. There’s nothing wrong with that. But the danger for theologians then as well as now is always the 
same: caring simply about getting it right, having the perfect system or theory, and not giving any thought as to how to put 
it into practice, having no use for it besides filling one’s own head.  
 
Many universities, schools like Princeton, Yale, and Harvard, were founded to prepare future pastors. They studied 
theology, what God says in the Bible to His people, and they learned how to deliver that Word in all manner of situations. 
Many of the greatest preachers in the early years of our country were students if not teachers at these schools. At those 
schools today, however, professional academics teach “religious studies,” to the next generation not so much of pastors 
who will care for souls, but of yet more professional academics, people who deal with religion the way others deal with 
language, biology, history, and literature, as just another discipline, something to be looked and studied, maybe with some 
significant application to the lives of people, maybe not.  
 
It's purely abstract for this lawyer. It’s not too different from today where we’re told to just love everyone. Sometimes 
that’s even taken to be the point of this parable: love everyone. That’s supposed to be the basic virtue of our time. What 
does that really mean in practice? What does it actually look like? Mind your own business, live and let live, let each do his 
own thing. Essentially, notice at first, but then choose to ignore. That is what we see in the first two men who walk by the 
man who fell among robbers in the parable. They see him, but they pass by on the other side. That is not love. 
 
The lawyer brings up the big question of salvation, “What must I do to inherit eternal life?” Jesus essentially asks him 
to recite what he learned in catechism class. “Oh, you want to go about salvation that way, by what you must do, well, what 
does the Law say?” That’s an easy answer for the lawyer: Love God. Love your neighbor. That is what the Bible says you 
should do. If you are going to inherit eternal life by your acts, that is the standard: perfect love of God and neighbor. 
That’s not a bad answer. It is what the Law demands. Jesus says “You have answered correctly.” The word used there is 
the same word that came up last week, concerning the deaf mute now able to speak “rightly,” orthos. The lawyer gave the 
orthodox answer, the correct one, that’s what you are to do. So Jesus says, “Do this.” Don’t just think about it; do it. 
 
What brings our Lord to tell the parable, however, is the weasely follow-up question that seeks a qualification: “Who is my 
neighbor” Give me the list, the classes of the people I am to love.” Implicit in that is also knowing who I don’t have to 
love. It’s the same reason students want to know what readings are required for the course. What they really want to know 
is what readings listed on the syllabus they can ignore.  
 
Jesus’ parable shows us what love looks like. We see it in the one who sees the man who fell among robbers, who lay on 
the road stripped, beaten, and half dead, and who has compassion on him. It doesn’t just arouse sympathy; it drives him 
to action. He goes to the injured man, binds his wounds pouring oil and wine into them, sets him on his own animal, 
takes him to an inn, cares for him thru the night, pays in advance for the next two days, and gives a blank check for 
further expenses. Our Lord piles up detail after detail of what this man did. 
 
The man who comes to the other man’s aid doesn’t just send good vibes. He doesn’t just throw money at the problem. 
He doesn’t run off to Jerusalem to lobby the authorities to raise taxes so that there can be some new agency to patrol the 
roads to ensure safety or to care for anyone they might find. He attends to the clear need of his neighbor who is there in 
front of his eyes. He does it at his own expense, at his inconvenience. And our Lord introduces all this with a profound 



little detail: this man was a Samaritan. The relationship between Jews and Samaritans comes up a number of times in the 
Gospels. To get some sense of what the dynamic between Jews and Samaritans was like, just substitute World War Two 
SS and Soviet political officer. Or, given the significance of today, a 9/11 survivor, family of a 9/11 victim, or a member 
of our armed forces, and a member of Al Qaeda. A Samaritan man subjects himself to risk, delay, and cost, to come to the 
aid of a Jew, someone he by all grounds should hate, and who should hate him right back. 
 
There is also a terrible misuse of this passage by many that stems from seeing the mercy shown in this parable in a generic, 
anonymous way. We hear the argument all the time and it goes like this: the parable of the Good Samaritan is about mercy 
and being neighbor. So to show mercy we need the government to extract more taxes from the populace so that we can 
create massive benefits to be doled out. You can take whatever position you want on the issues of government, taxes, and 
social programs, but you cannot use this parable to justify it.  
 
This is not a parable about what government policy is best, it’s not telling you what party to vote for. It’s telling you what 
you are to do. It is directed to a man who thinks he can ignore real, concrete people in his life just because of who or what 
they are instead of having mercy, of loving them, giving them what they need. It is directed to each of us. The people, the 
names and faces, that you draw near to in your life, that is who you are to love as you love yourself. We each have people 
in our lives who are in need of aid or mercy, and it is we who are to give it, who are to think of ways we can help rather 
than excuses to not, and to avoid something that will be costly and inconvenient to us. As we reflect each year on this day 
of those terrible events in New York, Washington, and the skies over Pennsylvania, we also hear remarkable accounts of 
strangers helping others, sometimes at the cost of their own lives, something as simple as staying with someone so they 
would not have to walk down all those stairs alone. Such self-giving is being a neighbor. 
 
That is what the Law requires. That is what we are to do. Jesus does say at the end of the parable: “Go and do likewise.” 
That is Law, it is instruction, and it is good. God commands you to love your neighbor, the person in front of you, near 
you. Usually that is the people we are near because of our vocations. Sometimes it is the random stranger whom we 
encounter. Our Lord shows what this love for the neighbor looks like and does in this parable. You are to come to his aid, 
to help him, to be merciful to him. Full stop. Regardless of what he looks like, how much you like him or not, no matter 
you’ve had your disagreements or heated arguments in the past, no matter it may cost you, or disrupt your plans for the 
day. That is what God expects of us because it is good for us, it is good for those we help, and this is because it reflects 
who God is. 
 
He is merciful. He makes no qualifications on who He came into this world to help. We see that in each particular 
interaction Jesus has with people. He gives each person what they need. That is why Jesus goes on to tell the parable. It is 
to instruct us, to exhort us, to merciful, sacrificial living. But it is also more than that. Because it doesn’t take any of us 
very long to realize “I haven’t done that. I have not proved to be a neighbor when I ought to have, not to my spouse, not 
to my children, not to my boss, my workers, my friends, not to my pastor, not to my flock.” The Law is perfect, it is holy, 
it is good, and its demand is total.  
 
There is only one in the parable who has met that demand, who has proved to be neighbor, not just to those close to Him 
in His life, but to all humanity. There is only one who has proved to be neighbor to the whole human race. Jesus also 
makes that point clear. The love, the mercy, the compassion He bids His Christians to show to others is a reflection, it is a 
picture, of the fact that He has had perfect mercy. Jesus does instruct us, that we are to show concrete mercy to those in 
our lives who are in need of it, don’t make excuses, don’t ignore them. We should think about how to be a better neighbor 
to those around us, not just think, but go and do it. But our Lord also uses this parable to show the lawyer and you that 
there is only one who never tires of loving this way, who is always fervent in love, never cold and sluggish, has the love 
that avails before the Father, that merits eternal life. And that one has come to labor, to get tired, to get bloodied, to be 
inconvenienced, to be pained, to pay the necessary price even for our lovelessness, our failure to be merciful, and 
compassionate.  
 
It is only from the heart that believes this, that recognizes the way of salvation given in our Lord’s total self-offering for us 
on the cross, that can love this way. It is only the heart that lays hold entirely upon Christ for the hope of eternal life that 
is moved beyond mere assent to the idea, “Oh yes, Christians should be loving, should have compassion,” and is actually 
willing and able to show that love and compassion. It is only the person who confesses the Gospel, that God shows no 
partiality, in His just condemnation of sin, in His universal love for all in shedding the blood of His own Son, that is 
capable of reflecting that love for those whom our Lord counted worthy of His own life. 


