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HOWDY NEIGHBOR

Luke 10:25-37

WON’T YOU BE MY NEIGHBOR
by Fred Rogers

It's a beautiful day in this neighborhood,
A beautiful day for a neighbor.
Would you be mine?
Could you be mine?...

It's a neighborly day in this beauty wood,
A neighborly day for a beauty.
Would you be mine?
Could you be mine?...

I've always wanted to have a neighbor just like you.
I've always wanted to live in a neighborhood with you.

So, let's make the most of this beautiful day.
Since we're together we might as well say:
Would you be mine?
Could you be mine?
Won't you be my neighbor?
Won't you please,
Won't you please?
Please won't you be my neighbor?
(CCLI # 1292471)
Mr. Rogers began each show with that song.  Who’s your neighbor?
A case recently was decided in Westchester County, New York.  It’s the place where the Clinton’s live.  New York has a law similar to other states noting that the homeless and poor have the right to live anywhere they want.  The very posh Westchester County, with its upscale residents has no such place for the homeless or low income.  A suit was filed and the County now owes the state $80 million dollars, $30 million to go to the state treasury and the rest to go toward developing low income housing.  Every year it does not comply, it will owe an additional $30 million.  People like the Clinton’s, who live there, may find that their new neighbors are low income or perhaps even those of a homeless shelter.  Who’s your neighbor?

On the other hand, in another state, a neighborhood was taking a church to court because it was feeding the homeless.  These transient people were apparently leaving the neighborhood unkept.  The church is working with the community to ensure that after serving meals they encourage no loitering and will also perform neighborhood cleanup.  
Who’s your neighbor?

With the rapid pace of technology sweeping our world today and the speed with which a traveler can get to many parts of the world, we have come to describe our planet as shrinking, getting smaller.
With that in mind, who’s my neighbor?

What would you say is perhaps the best known Scripture passage?
Psalm 23 – the Shepherd’s Psalm?

Matthew 6 (9-13) – the Lord’s prayer?

What might you say is the best known verse?

John 3:16

How about the most familiar parable?

The prodigal son – Luke 15
Luke 10 – the good Samaritan.  Some literary critics consider this to be the greatest story ever told.  
Turn with me in your Bible to Luke 10 where Jesus answers the question about neighbors.

Luke 10:25-37
In this passage we will see a series of questions and answers.

The lawyer asks a question.
The Lord asks a question in return.

The lawyer gives a response.

The Lord gives a response in return.

The lawyer asks another question.

The Lord gives a response, then asks a question.

The lawyer gives a response.

The Lord ends with a response.

In this please note with me 3 points.

A theological discussion – v. 25-29

A hypothetical dilemma – v. 30-36

A purposeful demonstration – v. 37
I. A THEOLOGICAL DISCUSSION – v. 25-29

It wasn’t uncommon for individuals to ask questions of a Rabbi.  People had a variety of questions about everyday life that they wanted answers to and it was only natural to go to those who should know how to give guidance from the Scriptures.

So it’s not out of the ordinary for someone to approach Jesus with a question as well.  He had established Himself among the people as one not only who was a great teacher, but one who had authority as well.  And so a man, whom Luke records for us as being a lawyer, comes to Jesus with a question.

Now this is not a lawyer in the sense of who we think of when it comes to our understanding of a lawyer.  We understand a lawyer to be one who is familiar with the legal or judicial system and stands as representative of a particular person or position in an effort to argue a case for or against another person or position.

Aside from all the jokes about lawyers and our perception of them today, a lawyer in the sense of who they were in Jesus’ day is entirely different.  As used in this parable by Jesus, they were not versed in the Roman judicial system, but rather were individuals skilled in the Old Testament law.  In a sense they were theologians.  They would take the law, study it, interpret it, teach it (both the written and oral law), and decide questions about it.  They were committed to salvation by keeping the Law.  The Greek word is often interchanged with the word for a Scribe.  They had great religious influence.  
While it was not unusual for someone to ask Jesus a question, what is unique is the kind of question this lawyer asked, one that if he were the Old Testament scholar he should have been, he would have known the answer.  It was his business to know the law and provide some interpretation of it as a guide for people on how to relate it to everyday life.

Something we need to understand here is that while the question asked is a legitimate question, the motivation behind the question was not.  

The lawyer came to Jesus and asked this: “What must I do to inherit eternal life?”  Isn’t that a fair question?  Isn’t that a question we want answered and indeed isn’t that a question many still today wonder about?  How can I know that when I die I’m going to heaven?  How can I know for certain I’m going to live in the place of eternal bliss and not the other place?  This is after all, the most important question that can be asked.  Many want to know.
It is one of the leading questions asked if you know the evangelism explosion method of approaching someone about salvation.  “If you were to die today, and stand before God and He were to ask you why should I let you into My heaven, what would you say?
It’s not the first time Jesus had been asked this question. 

Matthew 19:16-22 – the rich young man

This lawyer however, wasn’t interested in Jesus’ response except for one that might entrap Him.  He asked the question to test Jesus.  Would He, a supposed teacher, give the right answer?  What’s His opinion about what the Scriptures say?  His intentions in asking Jesus were not out of curiosity for if he really knew the Law, he would have not needed to ask the question.  His motivation was evil, with malice.  

Notice as well that his question implies that I must do something.  The emphasis is on the doing.  The question literally reads “By doing what shall I inherit eternal life?  The form of the question shows the wrong idea about how a person gets it.  The lawyer assumed eternal life could be acquired.
Has anyone ever asked you that question?  How can I know that I’m going to heaven?  You should know how to answer them.

The theological discussion continued as Jesus responded to the lawyer’s question with a question of His own.  Named for the Greek philosopher/teacher Socrates, who lived from 470-399 B.C., many teachers used a method known as Socratic questioning.  Socratic questioning seeks to get the other person to answer their own questions by making them think and so drawing out the answer from them.  It is based on the practice of disciplined, rigorously thoughtful dialogue through the use of questions. The instructor professes ignorance of the topic under discussion in order to elicit engaged dialogue with students.

Many of the religious leaders of Jesus’ day employed this strategy in discussion and Jesus uses it here to turn the tables on the Lawyer who sought to trap Jesus.  

“What is written the Law?  How do you read it?”  Or how do you understand or interpret it?  The man was now cornered for he knew Jesus knew he was a lawyer and should know the answer to his own question.  Jesus put the responsibility of an answer back on the shoulders of the questioner.  
Quoting from Deuteronomy 6:5 and Levitics19:18 the Lawyer responded correctly to Jesus’ question.  These passages were written on small paper and inserted into the phylacteries that were worn on the forehead or arm.  They were the best known Scriptures to the Jew.  In essence, he is stating that only perfect love for God and for man forever will bring about eternal or endless life.  God is to be loved with your whole being – heart, soul, mind, and strength.  In the same way we are to love our neighbor as we love ourselves.  A person had to be perfect.  The idea is that if you keep doing this forever, without one deviation, the natural result would be eternal life.  He had come up with the correct answer as far as words were concerned, but then, the lawyer wasn’t seeking the truth.  
You would think that the the next logical question from the lawyer would have been, “Okay, that’s what the Law says, but let’s face it no one’s perfect.  What else must be done to get eternal life?  I need help.  How can I know for certain when I die I’ll go to heaven?”  But that’s not what he asked is it?
The lawyer knew he was not perfect and knew based on his own answer that he did not possess eternal life, and so sought to justify his position.  How good is good enough?  As we think about the question, it was rather a cover up to hide the guilt of his own conscience.  The lawyer apparently had no qualms about the first part of his answer being that he should love God with all his heart.  His focus was drawn to the second part of the answer, loving a neighbor as himself.
So he asked Jesus, “Who is my neighbor?”  The man wanted Jesus to give an interpretation on just who his neighbor was.  Surely there must be a limit to who would be considered a neighbor.  Well if he really was studied in the Old Testament, the answer was there in the Scriptures as well.  The Jews were to help the strangers and aliens among them, the widows and orphans.  It was clear from the Law who was meant to be considered as a neighbor.  (Micah 6:8; Leviticus 19:33-34; Exodus 23:1-4*, 9*; ex.- II Kings 6:8-23)  The Old Testament gave instructions about who a neighbor was.
That question posed to Jesus led from a time of theological discussion to a hypothetical dilemma.

II. A HYPOTHETICAL DILEMMA – v. 30-36

As we drive home David many times will point to the house next door and remark “there’s our neighbors.”

To the Jew a neighbor was one who lived nearby and they made no racial exceptions.  Over time the Jews came to believe that anyone who was not a Jew was not considered a neighbor – that meant any Gentile.  As a matter of fact there was a group considered even worse than a Gentile – they were the Samaritans.  Originally Samaritans were from a region – Samaria, but over time a Samaritan became more than a geographical or political difference.  Samaritans were half breeds – half Jew, and half Gentile.  Their blood was considered tainted.  They were despised.  They had intermingled racially, socially, and religiously.  They had deviated from the law and mixed Judaism with idolatry.  That’s it in a nutshell.  Keep that in the back of your mind as we proceed in our story.
That was the Jews opinion.  If you lived next door, were just like them – you ate the same, looked the same, took care of the yard the same, smelled the same – you were a neighbor.  But they hated the Samaritans.  They even used it as a derogatory name and on one occasion the Pharisees called Jesus a Samaritan (John 8:48).  That was the worst.  
But then there was no love lost on the side of the Samaritans either.  They hated the Jews just as much and on one occasion would not receive Jesus because He was headed to Jerusalem (Luke 9:3).
So here’s the very familiar story as told by Jesus.
A man who could be any man was traveling from Jerusalem to Jericho.  This was a very treacherous journey for two reasons.  The first is that the terrain was very difficult.  It was a winding road that descended from the summit about 3,000 ft in approximately 17 miles down to Jericho.

Years ago I ran the 11 mile Pictured Rocks Road race.  The first mile rose 300 ft.  It was a hefty incline.  In the last leg it rose about 300 feet in 1/4 mile before descending to the finish line.

This was a steep grade the man was traveling.  The road wound back and forth like a switch back and was rocky.  It was rough.
The second reason this route was treacherous was because thieves had natural places to hide among all the rocky outcroppings.  They could hide, do their thing and be gone in a flash.

The man for whatever reason had to travel along this road from Jerusalem to Jericho and as fate would have it, was jumped by robbers.  Without warning they were on him like ants at a picnic.  When it states that he fell into the hands of robbers it literally means they surrounded him.  There was no escape from this ambush.
Without hesitation they began to beat the man mercilessly.  They were relentless in their intent to do bodily harm.  He was stripped of all his clothes and any possessions he may have had with him and our account by the Lord indicates they left him for dead.

In the first church I served one of the families related that one evening late, dark, the wife was home alone when there was a rapping on the door.  They lived out in a remote area outside Pontiac on a dirt road with not a lot of traffic.  She went to the door to find a man who had been stripped of everything with his hands tied together with his belt.  She called the police.

The man on his journey was jumped and left for dead.  Dazed and perhaps swooning in and out of consciousness, the man thought he heard something, someone coming.  Yes, he could vaguely make out the shape of someone coming.  The story mentions that a priest happened to be going down the same road.  It was by chance or coincidence and of all people it was a priest.  Surely a priest of all people as one who should demonstrate compassion would stop to assist him, but our account indicates that seeing the man he passed by on the other side.  
How often have I done that?  How often have I passed by on the other side to avoid contact with someone in need?  You approach the stop light at the off ramp and there he is.  With cardboard sign in hand he is asking for a donation.  Sometimes it reads “will work for food.”  He’s disheveled, clothes a little dirty.  He has a need and he stands there looking your way, hoping to make eye contact…How often have I pulled into the next lane away from him so I don’t have to look into his hungry eyes, his empty soul?  How often have I thought to myself, if you’ll work for food why not get a job at a fast food restaurant or pick up pop cans?  How often am I like the priest and just walk by?
Who is like this in your neighborhood, your school or your place of work?

James writes this rebuke “what good is it, my brothers, if a man claims to have faith but has no deeds?  Can such faith save him?  Suppose a brother or sister is without clothes and daily food.  If one of you says to him, ‘Go, I wish you well; keep warm and well fed,’ but does nothing about his physical needs, what good is it?  In the same way, faith by itself, if it is not accompanied by action, is dead.” (James 2:14-16)

Understand this about the priest.  He too, was on his way down from Jerusalem to Jericho.  We don’t know, but it’s possible that the priest had just finished his priestly obligations at the temple.  He may have reasoned that getting involved would have made him ceremonially unclean.  He was more concerned about ceremonial contamination than he was moral duty.  You would have expected that this religious leader would have, should have helped, but he didn’t.  He wasn’t even willing to help his own kind, a fellow Jew, a neighbor.  He passed by.
We don’t know how long the man lay there in his own pool of blood unable to get up.  So it was by chance that someone else happened by.  It was a religious layman, a Levite.  He was responsible to assist the priest in the religious duties of the temple.   
Like the priest, the Levite also saw the man and decided that he too, did not want to get involved.  He passed by as well on the other side.  Maybe the priest and Levite reasoned that if they stopped to assist the man they too might be subjected to the same fate by being attacked by robbers and so they hurriedly left the scene perhaps out of fear, but left none the less. 
More time passed and a third man happened by the way.  He was a Samaritan.  Notice as well that the Samaritan had pity on the man.  He saw his hopeless and desperate condition and was filled with compassion.  
Doesn’t this remind you of the Lord?  Notice these passages referring to the Lord’s compassion. 

Lamentations 3:22-23 “It is of the Lord’s mercies that we are not consumed because His compassions fail not, they are new every morning, great is His faithfulness.”  
Matthew 9:36 – “But when he saw the multitudes, he was moved with compassion on them, because they fainted, and were scattered abroad, as sheep having no shepherd.”

Matthew 14:14 – “And Jesus went forth, and saw a great multitude, and was moved with compassion toward them, and he healed their sick.”
Matthew 15:32 – “Then Jesus called his disciples unto him, and said, I have compassion on the multitude, because they continue with me now three days, and have nothing to eat: and I will not send them away fasting, lest they faint in the way.”
Matthew 20:34 – “So Jesus had compassion on them, and touched their eyes: and immediately their eyes received sight, and they followed him.”
Mark 1:41 – “And Jesus, moved with compassion, put forth his hand, and touched him, and saith unto him, I will; be thou clean.”
Mark 5:19 – “Howbeit Jesus suffered him not, but saith unto him, Go home to thy friends, and tell them how great things the Lord hath done for thee, and hath had compassion on thee.”
The Samaritan wasn’t concerned about keeping a schedule or getting to his next destination on time.  He was not worried about whether the robbers might be lurking in the shadows ready to strike another victim.  He didn’t ask the poor guy if he was a Jew or a Gentile.  He didn’t care if the man could reimburse him for his expenses.  He saw him and his heart went out to him so he stopped to help.  
Can you picture in your mind’s eye the man tenderly kneeling beside the injured man cleaning the wounds?  Maybe the man groaned as a damp cloth was applied to the cuts.  Maybe there was a wince of pain as he bandaged the open sores and bruised limbs.  Gently and tenderly he put a soothing salve on each cut.  Gingerly he applied some wine used at times for medicinal purposes as a cleansing agent like peroxide cleans out the wound. 

Notice that the man didn’t consider his obligations of care completed once he got the man bandaged up.  He didn’t think his responsibility of care was yet finished.  He lifted the man onto his own donkey and traveled to the next inn where additional care could be administered.  How slow that journey must have been as the Samaritan guided his beast, steadying the man riding.  Remember, he was left for dead.
But even then the man didn’t consider his obligations completed.  He stayed with the man through the night.  Still he didn’t feel he was through.  He paid the inn keeper a down payment, 2 days worth of wages for additional care and said if there were additional expenses, when returned that way he would reimburse in full.  How kind and compassionate was the Samaritan?
At the conclusion of the story Jesus asked the lawyer a question.  “Which of these three do you think was a neighbor to the man who fell into the hands of robbers?”  Notice that Jesus turned the question around.  The man wanted to know who his neighbor was; Jesus wanted to know who was a neighbor.

There is a dilemma in this hypothetical story.  The way the lawyer saw it, those who should have stopped to assist the injured man didn’t, but someone who was despised took the time and made the effort to provide the man with needed care.  Would we do the same?  Would we be neighborly?
III. A PURPOSEFUL DEMONSTRATION – 

v. 37

Some commentators suggest that the lawyer’s response indicated that he despised the Samaritan because he couldn’t even speak the name.  Others suggest that he gave the only right answer – the one who showed mercy.  It’s a reminder of the mercy given to us by the Lord.
Jesus simply concludes and exhorts the lawyer to go and be a neighbor.  It’s our admonition as well.

To whom can we be a neighbor?

You would have been proud of our deacons and some of our folks.  Maybe you noticed a man walking into the church as we were leaving last week.  He had a need.  He said his bag with his wallet and ID had been stolen.  He was starting a new job and needed money to get new ID.  He said no other church would help him.  He couldn’t even go to a homeless shelter, because they require some ID and he had none.  He was in a dilemma.  He was desperate.  Our Board helped out.  Remember, it was that very hot and humid day.  Someone offered him a cold drink.  He was also given some of the groceries from the cart to help out.
This past week on Thursday I came out of the YMCA after my run and was approached in the parking lot by someone who said they needed a couple of bucks to get across town.  Ashamedly I have to admit to you that I didn’t help.  I reasoned that the person only wanted it to buy some smokes or a cheap bottle of wine or their next fix or something other than what they wanted it for.  I was in a hurry, I had to get home because my wife needed to leave right away for work.  Besides as I drove off, the person wasn’t heading toward the nearest bus stop or even the bus station which was the next block over.  I felt justified - for about 15 seconds.  Then I felt guilty and I had to pause and confess my sin of selfishness.  

I pray for compassion and then when a need comes, I don’t show it.  I’m not neighborly as I should be.
Several years ago we were in Ann Arbor stopped at a traffic light and there was a man on the corner stumbling along as he walked near the edge of the road.  His demeanor indicated that he was drunk.  Robyn jumped out from the car as did the man in the car in front of us to help him out.  After a couple questions, they found the man wasn’t drunk, he had a broken hip.  They asked if he had been to the hospital and he said no.  The other man offered to drive him the mile or so to the hospital.
Jesus says, “go and do the same.”  Loving a neighbor knows no bounds either in who we help or how help is given.

The question isn’t who is my neighbor?  The question is to whom can I be a neighbor?

John writes this: “But whoso hath this world's good, and seeth his brother have need, and shutteth up his bowels of compassion from him, how dwelleth the love of God in him?”  

I John 3:17
Brandon Heath

Look down from a broken sky 
Traced out by the city lights
My world from a mile high
Best seat in the house tonight

Touch down on the cold black top 
Hold on for the sudden stop
Breath in the familiar shock
Of confusion and chaos

All those people going somewhere 
Why have I never cared

Give me your eyes for just one second 
Give me your eyes so I can see
Everything that I keep missing
Give me your love for humanity
Give me your arms for the broken hearted 
The ones that are far beyond my reach
Give me you heart for the ones forgotten
Give me your eyes so I can see

Step out on a busy street 
See a girl and our eyes meet
Does her best to smile at me
To hide what's underneath

There's a man just to her right 
Too ashamed to tell his wife
He's out of work, He's buying time

I've been here a million times 
A couple of million eyes
Just move and pass me by
I swear I never thought that I was wrong
I need a second glance
Give me a second chance
To see the way you've seen the people all along
(CCLI # 1292471)

To whom can you be neighborly this week?
This story has another side to it as well, a deeper spiritual side.  It speaks about Jesus Himself who saw us in our lost, hopeless, desperate situation.  We are like the beaten, naked man lying there and Jesus came along and had compassion.  He demonstrated care that while we still considered Him an enemy He helped us out by dying for us.  We can’t save ourselves, yet we attempt to through ceremonialism and legalism.  We need Christ.  He was a neighbor to us.  Will we be a neighbor to someone else?
