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“What must I do to inherit eternal life?” asked a lawyer to test Jesus. 

Have you ever been asked a question by someone that you knew was 

not really asking to find an answer, but to test you. I can remember in 

high school writing cases for our debate team. I loved thinking up 

questions that would trip people up down the line and would lead them 

into words and arguments that would make our case look better and 

more true.  

 

This lawyer was not really wanting to find ways to spend eternity with 

God. His goal was to see how Jesus responded. Jesus threw the 

question back at him, “What is written in the law? What do you read 

there?”  

 

The lawyer responded with “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.”  

 

The lawyer responded with a combination of Deuteronomy 6 and 

Leviticus 19. A good answer! Jesus said, “You have given the right 

answer; do this, and you will live.” But the lawyer’s intentions and 

hopes were not just in getting the answer right, he wanted to justify 

himself- he wanted to show that he knew and find out what Jesus 

thought on the subject.  

 

It is so interesting that Jesus says more than just, “You have the right 

answer,” but he continues with “Do this and you will live.” It is so hard 

to put the right answer into action. I can imagine a conversation like 



this: “What should I eat to live my best life?” I ask. A nutritionist or 

doctor says, “What have you read about this?” Then I respond, “Eat 

fruits and vegetables, protein, whole grains and low-fat dairy 

products.” The professional then says, “You have given the right 

answer. Do this and you will live.” OK so I guess I already knew the 

answer. I guess we know lots of answers; it’s the living them that is so 

hard. 

 

So the lawyer asked a further question, “Who is my neighbor?” Who 

do I have to love as myself? It seems he had a checklist and wanted 

to know how to do the least amount of work to get the A or the prize, 

or the inheritance of eternal life. Who is my neighbor? If we took the 

passage in Leviticus 19 a few verses later it says, “When an alien 

resides with you in your land, you shall not oppress the alien. The 

alien who resides with you shall be to you as the citizen among you; 

you shall love the alien as yourself, for you were aliens in the land of 

Egypt. I am the Lord your God.” That already stretches out the 

concept of neighbor. Loving neighbor is a way of being in the world, 

not a one time action.  

 

Jesus responds with a story- A story without a title given. Later 

compilers of the Bible added the title “The Parable of the Good 

Samaritan.”  This phrase “the good Samaritan” can even be found in 

our laws, on hospitals, almost everywhere even way outside of 

Christian circles. It stands for someone who helps a stranger. I would 

like to challenge this title. The Samaritan community were looked 

down upon; they were a racially mixed group of Jews and others who 

believed that all Jews should worship on Mt Gerizim and they held to 

the teachings of Moses, but didn’t think of King David as important as 

other Jews did and did not think of Jerusalem as the place to worship 

God. This division went back all the way to 722 BC. A long time ago 



even in Jesus’ day. By titling the story The Good Samaritan it is 

assuming that to have a Good Samaritan wasn’t the norm.  

 

So what was the story Jesus responded with. According to Amy Jill 

Levine, we should hear this story as the one in the ditch. The question 

the lawyer asked was, “Who is my neighbor?” Jesus is answering that 

question. Who is my neighbor? Hear this story thinking of the 

question. 

 

“You were going down a steep and deserted road, and you fell into the 

hands of robbers, who stripped you, beat you, and went away, leaving 

you half dead. Now by chance a pastor was going down that road; and 

when she saw you, she passed by on the other side. So likewise a 

policeman, when he came to the place and saw you, passed by on the 

other side. But a (fill in the blank with someone from a group you 

detest and disagree with and hardly think of as human) while traveling 

came near you; and when he saw you, he was moved with 

compassion from the pit of his being. He went to you and bandaged 

your wounds, having put antibiotic ointment on them. Then he put you 

in his own car, brought you to an inn, and took care of you. The next 

day he took out $80, gave it to the hotel manager and said, ‘Take care 

of them, and when I come back, I will repay you whatever more you 

spend.’”  

 

Which of these three, do you think, was your neighbor?  

 

The one who showed me mercy.  

 

Go and do likewise, says Jesus. 

 



From a place of vulnerability, we were shown grace. We found that 

this person from a “group” that we hate and think we are better than 

showed true humanity, true compassion.  

 

What group do you currently find difficult to have compassion for? Our 

country is so divided on big issues right now. We can forget that the 

other side is also human.  

 

Ryan, my husband, was reading a book about colleges, and read this: 

“St. Andrews is the only institution in the Fiske Guide whose most 

prominent landmark is the spot where a student was burned at the 

stake. In 1528, a Protestant reformer named Patrick Hamilton fell 

victim to a prolonged burning imposed by the local archbishop.” 

People used to burn others at the stake that they disagreed with. It is 

so hard to imagine that happening now, but the feelings are there, and 

sometimes the violence. Remembering that the image of God is in 

each person is so important- it’s vital to our faith. It’s vital to our life 

and Jesus was saying it’s a part of moving towards eternal life.  

 

We are invited to see the humanity in everyone. We are invited to go 

and do like the most unexpected traveler did for the man on the side 

of the road. Let’s go and love. Let’s go and love even “those people.” 

Amen. 


