
Sermon for Trinity 13 – Luke 10:23-37 
 

In the Name of the Father and of the Son  and of the Holy Spirit.  Amen 
   

A lawyer—a master of the Scriptures in that day, poses this question to our Lord: “Teacher, 
what shall I do to inherit eternal life?” St. Luke’s Gospel tells us that he addresses Jesus in order to 
put Him to the test.  The lawyer, being a Scripture scholar himself, already knows how the Bible 
answers his question, but he wants to see what this prophet with no formal education has to say 
about it.  It’s time to play hardball, Jesus, and we’re not pitching underhand.   

How does He answer? He very simply refers him to the Scripture, which of course the 
lawyer knows, and gets him to give the answer himself.  The scholar combines Deuteronomy 6:5 
and Leviticus 19:18 and he is right on target: “You shall 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 your neighbor as 
yourself.”   

But now this well-educated man, who knew the answer to his own question perfectly well, 
has to justify himself.  What the Scripture says is uncontroversial, but how it’s to be applied in 
practice in the real world is what really raises the questions and controversy.  For instance, who is 
meant by “neighbor”? The conventional answer for which we can find even Scriptural support is 
that my neighbor is a fellow member of my own people.  A people, after all, is a community of 
togetherness and oneness in which everyone bears responsibility for everyone else.  Each member 
is expected to look after every other member “as himself,” that is, as part of the same complete 
whole group.  This gives us direction and the community in which to live our lives.  Is someone 
from outside the community a neighbor? In the Bible times, a “sojourner” who lived among the 
people was considered part of the community and therefore thought of as a neighbor.  But 
Samaritans who defiled the Temple precincts in Jerusalem were not to be considered neighbors.   

Who is meant by my neighbor? Now Christ answers it with a parable of a man on the way 
from Jerusalem to Jericho who falls among robbers, is stripped of everything, and then is left lying 
half dead on the roadside.  This was a perfectly realistic story, because such assaults commonly 
happened on the much-traveled Jericho road.  A priest and a Levite—experts in the Law, mind 
you, these who know about salvation and in fact are professional servants of it—come along, but 
they pass by without stopping.  Now there’s no need to suppose that they were especially cold-
hearted men; perhaps they were afraid themselves and were hurrying to get to the city as quickly 
as possible, hoping to avoid the fate of that man, or perhaps they didn’t know how to go about 
helping the man—especially since it looked like he was quite beyond the point of help anyway.  
Next, a Samaritan comes along, probably a merchant who often travels this road with his goods to 
buy and sell, and he sees the man.  It seems that the only helper to this half dead man could be a 
Samaritan—someone, in other words, who does not belong to Israel’s community and has no 
obligation whatsoever to see this abandoned victim as his neighbor. 

That being said, what does the Samaritan actually do? He doesn’t ask how far his obligations 
of community extend.  He doesn’t ask about the merits required to inherit eternal life.  Something 
much more central to the core happens.  Far from superficial and outward, or self-preservation, 
something else happens that guides his actions.  His heart is wrenched open.  The word 
“compassion” is generally how we get it in English, but it’s more than that.  The word used is 
derived from the Greek word “splogkna.”  It was descriptive of the innards of sacrificial animals 
splatting on the ground before being used in ritual.  This came to define a feeling of compassion 
that originated right down within one’s very guts and inner most self.  The Hebrew word for this 



type of compassion (“rahomime” from the word “rahom”) has a slightly nuanced meaning: it 
presents the image of a mother’s womb and a mother’s care.  It’s a compassion that’s so deep in 
order to protect life.  The Samaritan saw the man in the half-dead state he was in and it strikes him 
“viscerally,” touching his very soul, as a mother with child in womb.  “He had compassion” is how 
we translate it today for that is what it is.  Com-passion.  “Com” means “with” as in comm-unity—
“with unity.”  “Passion” is a “strong love” or “desire” for.  It’s also the picture of our own Lord’s 
passion—His death on the cross for us.  The Samaritan felt “with passion” for the beaten man.  He 
is struck to the soul to have mercy on the man.  He himself now becomes a neighbor, despite any 
questions or danger.  In fact, the question changes.  No longer is it, “Is this man my neighbor or 
not?” But now, you have become one with your neighbor in need.  The neighbor now counts for 
you, as yourself.  So the new question is, “How do you love your neighbor as you love yourself?” 

Before this parable of the Good Samaritan, the lawyer may just as well have asked, “Is a 
Samaritan my neighbor, too?” The answer would have seemed to be “no.”  But our Lord 
completely turns the matter upside-down: the Samaritan, the foreigner, makes himself the 
neighbor and shows us that we have to learn to be a neighbor deep within and that we already 
have the answer.  We have become like a mother whose little life within we must protect and whose 
heart is wrenched open to be shaken up by the needs of another.  Then we find our neighbor, or—
better—we are found in our neighbor. 

This agape love, as it’s called, cuts straight through the principle of “If you give, I’ll give,” 
or “I’ll love you, only because you’ve loved me.”  Aren’t we surrounded by people who have been 
robbed and battered? We are already becoming a neighbor to all those who are in need of our help.  
For God calls us to have the eye and the heart of the Samaritan and to have the courage to love our 
neighbor, too.  The priest and the Levite may have passed by more out of fear than out of 
indifference.  But the risk of goodness to others is something that we learn from Christ.  We 
ourselves become good from Him.  We ourselves learn to be Samaritans from Him.  From Him, we 
have an eye for the service that is asked of us, that is possible for us, and that is expected of us. 

The man who lies half dead and stripped on the roadside is an image of “Adam,” that is, of 
every man in general, as we have truly fell among robbers.  We have been alienated, battered, and 
misused throughout our entire lives.  Everyone in the world, and even throughout history, has 
lived under some sort of oppression that we all know to a greater or lesser extent.   

If the man laying half dead on the roadside is the image of all of us, then the Samaritan can 
be none other than Jesus Christ.  God Himself, who for us is foreign and distant, has set out to take 
care of us, His wounded people.  God, though so remote and far away from us, so Samaritan, has 
made Himself our neighbor in Christ.  His oil and wine poured upon us are the Holy Sacraments: 
our anointing as His sons and daughters at Holy Baptism; our reception of Him in Body and Blood 
at the Sacrament of the Altar.  He brings us to the inn, to the Church, in which He arranges our 
care and also pays the entire deposit for the cost of our stay.   

God makes Himself our neighbor so that we can become neighbors.  Everyone is alienated, 
especially from love.  Yet we find love when we are healed and filled with God’s gifts of 
forgiveness.  And from this we are all called to be Samaritans—to follow Christ and become like 
Him.  When we seek that, we live rightly.  We love rightly when we seek to become like Him, who 
loved us first of all.  Amen. 

The Peace of God which passes all understanding keep your hearts and minds in Christ 
Jesus. Amen.  BJF 


