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Neighbors In Need 

June 7, 2020 

 

 

The past week has been a tough one.  We were already living under the threat of the virus and the 

feelings of helplessness in the face of that.  Then we were confronted again with injustice that leaves us 

feeling angry and more helpless.  We long to know what we can do to contribute to the changes that are 

needed.  Jesus calls his followers to be part of the solution.  If you will look with me at Luke 10. 

 

Luke 10:25-37 (NIV)   On one occasion an expert in the law stood up to test Jesus. "Teacher," he asked, 

"what must I do to inherit eternal life?"  

 "What is written in the Law?" he (Jesus) replied. "How do you read it?"  

 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.'"  

 "You have answered correctly," Jesus replied. "Do this and you will live."  

 But he wanted to justify himself, so he asked Jesus, "And who is my neighbor?"  

 In reply Jesus said: "A man (a Jew) 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.  A priest happened to be going down the same road, and when he saw the man, he passed by 

on the other side.  So too, a Levite, when he came to the place and saw him, passed by on the other 

side.   

 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.'  

 "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."  

 Jesus told him, "Go and do likewise."  

 

Upon a first reading of this story Christians would rebuke the two men who failed to help the injured 

man.  We applaud the Samaritan.  The answer to the question is not hard to see.   

 

Though the answer is stated in a turnabout way, Jesus’ point is that our neighbor is anyone we see who 

is in need.  We should, as His followers, certainly help them.   

 

My neighbors are not just the people who live next door to me.  They are not just the families on my 

street or directly behind my house.  My neighbors are those on the other side of my neighborhood.  It is 

anyone I encounter at the store.  It is my coworker.  They are the other kids at school.  They are people 

who live in my larger community.  It includes those who do not live here, but are visiting.   

 

The man who asked of Jesus the question about neighbors rightly discerned the logical answer.  The 

Samaritan was a neighbor to the Jewish man in need.  The Samaritan treated the man in need as a 

neighbor just as the Law of Moses commanded.   

 

But there is more to the story than appears in the text.  There are dynamics at work here that would 

escape us if we fail to learn something of the historical context in which Jesus told it.  
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Let’s take another look at this passage and fill in some much needed details. 

 

In our culture today, there are hot button topics being debated.  These topics include abortion, 

immigration, what to do about the dreamers, and when will it be safe to drop social distancing 

guidelines.  These are all current national issues.   

 

Similarly, in the first century, there were hot button topics being debated in Jewish culture.  They 

included acceptable grounds for divorce, which were the most important commandments in the Law of 

Moses, and questions about the Sabbath.  These may sound familiar since they came up in 

conversations between Jesus and His opponents.   

 

There were different schools of thought on these issues, sometimes as many as seven different major 

opinions.  Each was named after the person who first proposed each one.  Two of these men are the 

most widely quoted.  They are the two on opposite ends of the opinion spectrum.  On man was named  

Shammai.  The other was a man named Hillel.   

 

This question about the definition of a neighbor was another of these heavily debated topics.  It 

stemmed from the command quoted by the expert from the Law of Moses.  The Jews were commanded 

to love their neighbor as they loved themselves.  The question under debate in the first century 

concerned who a neighbor was.   

 

Notice, the text tells us that the first question was used to test Jesus.  The man doing the asking figured 

that Jesus would answer the question according to one of the different opinions already being debated 

and then Jesus’ enemies would have Him pegged.  They would know where He fit in.  They could then 

plan how to discredit or control him. 

 

Note also, that the expert wanted to justify himself.  That was the purpose of the second question.  He 

wanted to be able to say that he was keeping this command.  That would depend on the definition of 

neighbor. 

 

Luke 10:30 (NIV)   "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.”  

 
Jerusalem was the religious capital of the Jews.  Consequently they always spoke of going up to 

Jerusalem no matter what direction from Jerusalem they started.  And when leaving Jerusalem to go 

anywhere else they were always going down.  We usually do direction based on our map orientations.  

We go up north, or down south.   

 

As it turns out, the road from Jerusalem to Jericho is, generally, downhill.  The elevation drops over 3000 

feet in elevation over about 17 miles.  In many places the road is as little as 3 feet wide, has a steep wall 

on one side, and hundred foot drop-offs on the other side.  And there were no guardrails in that day.  It 

is also a curvy road, making it hard to see what is just ahead.  It was not unusual for lone travelers to be 

set upon by outlaws. 

 

Luke 10:31-32 (NIV)   A priest happened to be going down the same road, and when he saw the man, 

he passed by on the other side.  So too, a Levite, when he came to the place and saw him, passed by 

on the other side.  
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A Jewish listener to this story might be thinking the next to come down the road might be a Pharisee.  

They were the popular voices in the land at that time.  But Jesus had a surprise for His listeners. 

 
Luke 10:33-35 (NIV)    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.'  

 

The Samaritans were scorned by the Jews because of the ancestry of the Samaritans.  Four centuries 

before this, the Babylonians had carried off many Jews from Palestine and resettled them in parts of 

Babylon.  They brought into Palestine other conquered peoples to replace the removed Jews.  The Jews 

who were left behind in Palestine intermarried with these new peoples, creating the Samaritan people.  

They needed a place to worship God since Jerusalem had been destroyed.  They chose a place on Mount 

Gerizim.  This is about half way from Jerusalem to Nazareth. 

 

Seven decades later, after the Jews had been allowed to return and rebuild Jerusalem, a great animosity 

grew up between the Jews and the Samaritans.  We see this attitude in the different answers suggested 

in the debate about who is my neighbor.  The answer, as Jesus told the story, was the Samaritan.  But 

this Jewish expert in the law had trouble even saying the name.  Instead, he described him as “the one 

who had mercy on him.” 

 

 

Luke 10:36-37 (NIV)    "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."  

 Jesus told him, "Go and do likewise."  

 

The teacher named Shammai said that only other Jews were to be considered to be the neighbor you 

had to love.  No non-Jew was your neighbor.  The view on the other end of the spectrum was that of 

Hillel.   Hillel said that anyone was your neighbor, no matter what race, religion, or national origin,… 

except for Samaritans.  Every Jewish opinion under debate for the definition of neighbor excluded the 

Samaritans.  That fact played a key role in the story Jesus told. 

 

To all who heard Jesus’ story, the answer of “the Samaritan” to the question, “Who is my neighbor,” 

was scandalous!  And so was Jesus’ response, “Go and do likewise.” 

 
 
As Christians, we all want to be able to say to Jesus, “I would stop and help.”  But would you, really?  If it 

were a man suffering from the virus, would you stop and help?  If it were a transgender person, would 

you stop and help?  If it looked to be a homeless person, would you stop and help?  If it were a person of 

very different color from you, would you stop and help?  

 

If your answer to that last one is yes, then you can help such right now.  You can work toward the end of 

racism in America.  You can help us grow towards justice for all. 

 

We have neighbors who are in need of help right now.  They are often mistreated.  They are often 

purposely taken advantage of as a group.  They need to be treated as we want to be treated.  
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To treat any group of people differently than another group is un-Christian.  For Christians, it is a sin. 

 

James 2:1-4 (NIV)   My brothers, as believers in our glorious Lord Jesus Christ, don't show 

favoritism.  Suppose a man comes into your meeting wearing a gold ring and fine clothes, and a poor 

man in shabby clothes also comes in.  If you show special attention to the man wearing fine clothes 

and say, "Here's a good seat for you," but say to the poor man, "You stand there" or "Sit on the floor 

by my feet,"  have you not discriminated among yourselves and become judges with evil thoughts?  

 

James 2:8-9 (NIV)  If you really keep the royal law found in Scripture, "Love your neighbor as 

yourself," you are doing right.  But if you show favoritism, you sin…  

 

 

We must guard against any such sin against any other person or persons.  We must guard against such 

sins by us and by the authorities. 

 

As Americans, to treat any group of American citizens differently than how we expect to be treated is 

un-American.  From the Declaration of Independence we read… 

 

 “We hold these truths to be self-evident, that all men are created equal, that they are endowed  

 by their Creator with certain unalienable Rights, that among these are Life, Liberty and the  

 pursuit of Happiness.” 

 

The U.S. Constitution begins with the following… 

 

 “We the People of the United States, in Order to form a more perfect Union, establish Justice,  

 insure domestic Tranquility, provide for the common defence, promote the general Welfare, and  

 secure the Blessings of Liberty to ourselves and our Posterity, do ordain and establish this  

 Constitution for the United States of America.” 

 

Well there are American citizens that are being treated unjustly in many ways and in many places.  We 

must work to end those wrongs.   

 

But I feel helpless to do so.  I have no leverage over what happens in Myrtle Beach.  I have no leverage 

over what happens in Minneapolis.  I have no leverage over what happens in Baltimore.  But I do have 

leverage over what happens in Anne Arundel County.   

 

I have started asking my friends of color if they are experiencing injustice from the authorities or 

businesses in our county.  I need to ask of their experiences elsewhere.  I need to listen and learn.  I 

encourage you to ask your friends of their experiences both here and other places.  We can do 

something about what they experience here.  We can speak with our money, our votes, our voices. 

 

We who are Christians must do more than sit by and hope things get better faster.  Wanting things to 

change, but doing nothing to change them does not end injustice.   

 

Ultimately, justice for all will only occur when Jesus takes up his throne on planet earth.  That is because 

we are all sinners.  Police officers are sinners.  Government officials are sinners.  Business people are 

sinners.  Pastors are sinners.  We all need Jesus to save us from our sins. 


