23 September 2007
Asking the Right Questions

Reading Luke 10:25-37

Some years ago, an incident occurred that caused me alittle embarrassment. It also gave those to
whom| recounted it congderable anusement. It was aSunday night. After theservicel had
accompanied a colleague back to his hotel, where we reminisced about our student days and
discussed our present ministries. At about 11 pm, | was onmy way home when | noticed a car
parked at an awkward angle to the curb. Thedriver was Sumped over thewhed. | thowght that
perhaps he had suffered a heart attack, so | pulled over, approached his car and tapped on the
window. Therewas no response, so | opened theunocked doa only to behit by thefumes.
Theman was blind drunk. | managed to rouse him from his stupor. He wasin no condtionto
drive home, so | asked him where helived. Brooklyn,Ohe said. That was some distance away B
perhaps about as far as we are from Richmond. | told him | would give him aride home,
supported him across the road and helped himinto my car. He camelike alamb.

It was an interesting joumey. Inthose days, | drovea Rover V8. At cruising speed, the engine
was particularly quiet. Have you ever had a conversation with an inebriated man about whether
or not a car in motion actudly has an engine? As we entered the suburb of Brookyn he asked
where| was taking him. (Home,Ol said. QNhy are we here then?Ohe asked.

Because you live herel Ol replied. No!Ohe said, O don®live here, my ex-wifelives here.O
Where doyou live?Ql inquired. Q@ show you,Ohesaid. He wouldn@® tell me; heindsted on
showing me, one street at atime. Eventudly we cameto the spot where | had first foundhim.
Therewas his car and helived in theapartment adjacent to it.

It was an interesting experience. Theinconvenience occasioned was minimd: it cos me alittle
ove an hourand afew liters of gas. And therewards were long-lasting. | never did see that man
again, but | had afresh appreciation for my car@ silent engine and thewhole incident has
occasioned afair amount of mirth from timeto time. | was simply doing what was reasonablein
such circumstances.

But not al attempts to lend a hel ping hand have such happy endings Craig Blomberg tells the
story of Jeannie Van Vedkinbuigh, who committed suicide because she coud nolorger cope with
he padyss. Shewas pardyzed by gunshot wounds inflicted on her when shetried
unsuccessfully to intervene and save thelife of an African immigrant who was bang murdered in
public on adowntown street corner in Denver. Inthe newspaper articles that followed the
shoating and her tragic death some time later, she was described as a GGood Samaritan.O

Thisisaterm we hear from time to time on our news broadcasts. When someone goes to the
rescue of apersonin distress, heor sheisreferred to as Gt Good Samaritan.O Most are aware



that the description is derived from a parable Jesus told. After the GProdigd SonQ the Parable of
the Good Samaritan is probably the best known of JesusOstories. 1t isgeneraly taken as an
encouragement to come to the assistance of those in need--a stranded motorist, or a person who
has been mugged, or anyonewho is in desperate need of hep.

But there® awholelot more to the parable than meets theeye. Yes, it certainly does encourage
us to hdp others, but it teaches profoundtruth about salvation andit containsa stunning critique
of lovelessreligion. It raises themes tha coud keep us busy for months. Init we find two
diametrically opposed approaches to theal-important matter of salvation. It certainly canna be
reduced to alessonin Qlo-goodng.O

| IN THE FIRST PLACE, THIS PARABLE IS ABOUT ETERNAL LIFE.

So, let meask you: Just what do you think you have to do to becertain of eternd life? It
isthat question that ultimatdy givesrise to the parable.

50n oneoccason an expert in the law stood up to test Jesus. " Teacher," heasked, "what
must | doto inherit eternd life?"

A. Thissounds like aredly goodquestion. What more important question can there be than
aquestion concerning eternal life?

B. We need to note, however, tha thequestionwas nat asked in a vacuum This man was
Qin expert in thelaw.O He was familiar with therabhinica discussions on the subject.
Thegenera consensus was tha onehad to keep the law to Gnake the cut®

1. Clearly, hewas polite. He Gtoodup.O It was customary when asking a question of a
teacher to indcate your respect by standing. He also addressed Jesus politely caling
him, O eacherO(L uke@ equivaent of (RabbiQ).

2. But, despite the show of respect, nather the question nor the questione was as good
asthey seemed. Luketells ustha theman asked thequestion Qo test Jesus.O To
bystande's hemay have seemed courteous and genuine; Jesus would no doult have
discerned his motivation. And the GdoQin the question (QWhat must | do to inherit
eternd |ifeQ) does not just mean, QVhat action ought | to take?Oor OWha is
necessary?0 It assumes that eternd lifeis earned by humen effort.

C. Jesus gets theman to answer his own question.
s"\Whatiswritten in the Law?" hereplied. "How do you readit?"

It was not consdered rude to answer aquestion with aquestion. In fact, thiswasa
regular way of conducting a @abhbinicOdiscussion.
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1. We need to bear in mind that this man wanted to show that JesusGteaching was at
variance with tha of therabhbis.

2. By turning his question back upon himsdf, Jesus was asking him to identify the
essence of thelaw?

2’He angvered: " 'Love the Lord your God with all your heart andwith all your soul
andwith all your strength andwith all your mind’; and,'Love your neghboras
yourself."

3. Thiswasagreat answer. Later Jesus identified these two precepts, onetaken from
Deuteronony and the other from Leviticus as thetwo commandments on which al
thelaw and the Prophets hang (Mt 22:37-39). Jesus agreed with his response: "You
have answered correctly,”" Jesus replied. "Do thisandyouwill live."

D. But thiswas not the outcome theexpert in thelaw was looking for. There was nothing
onwhich he coud fault Jesus. But he had tacitly acknowledged a standard tha no one
can fully reach. Ingtead of being able to identify afew concrete requirements and tick
them off as GachievedOin alegdistic way, he now faced an urattainablegoal. In effect,
Jesus was saying, GIY ouwant to do something to inhait eternal life? Very well, just
continudly love God and your neighbor with the totality of al tha you are O Thereisno
linedrawn. No list of how much is expected.O

So he asks another question and gives the whole game away.
29But he wanted to judtify himself, so heasked Jesus, "And who is my neighbor?"

1. Thiswasan index to his mindset: QWho quaifies? Who exactly is my neighbor? Just
how far does my obligation stretch?0

2. Theewas consddeable discussion among therabhis over thisvery question. Some
taught that it specified one@ immediate family and friends Most bdieved that it
included al Jews (cf. Lev 19:17-18). They were not so sure abou proselytes (Gentile
converts to Juddasm). They were certain that it did not include Gentiles. If JesusO
response to thefirst question was unexpected, hisresponse to the secondwas even

! Kenneth E. Bailey, Poet and Peasant and Through Peasant Eyes: A Literary-Cultural Approach to the
Parables in Luke, Combined Ed. (Grand Rapids: William B. Eerdmans, 1976 and 1980), 38.



more of asurprise. Hetold astory. If, inthefirst place, this parableis abouteternd
life. ..

IN THE SECOND PLACE, THIS PARABLE HIGHLIGHTS THE DIFFERENCE
BETWEEN TRUE AND FALSE RELIGION.

In religion we often get thingsback to front. The parable has been described as G highly
scientific piece of ingructionin adeceptively popular style. G It isamasterpiece.

A. Theroad from Jerusdlem to Jericho was treacherous. It was tortuous and steep inits
decline. Jerichoisthelowest city on earth and Jerusalem isway up in the centra
highlands Onetravels from 750meters above sealeve to 240meters bdow sealeve ina
little over 20 km. Theregionisarid. Themain highway from Jerusalem to Jericho
follows more or less the same route as theancient road. In fact, on severa occasionswe
managed to persuade ourguides to take usonto theold road from which you get a
spectacular view of the Qwilderness of Judea,Owhere Jesus was tempted. In those days,
the Jericho Road was notorious  Among therocks there were crevices and caves. Many
were the stories of people who had been accosted and robbed in broad daylight.

B. A man was on hisway to Jerichowhen he was attacked by some bandits, beaten to
within an inch of hislifeandleft lyingin thedust at the side of theroad, naked, and
bleeding, and unable to move. This happened in Judes, so heismog certainly assumed to
be Jewish.

C. Alongcameapriest. Priestsenjoyed aspecid statusin Jewish sodety. They served as
intermediaries between the people and God, offering sacrifices onthar behdf and
ingructing them. The priestly families had become quite wealthy unde Roman rule, so it
ismost likely that the priest would have been ridingadonkey. He caught sight of the
man and quickly passed to the other sideof theroad hurrying so as to get away fromthe
scene as quickly as possible.

D. Beforelong, aLevite arrived onthescene. Levites were assistants to the priests. They
had been appointed to attend to thelogistica detailsinvaved in worship. Likethe
priests, who were aso members of thetribe of Levi, they played an important rolein the
worship of Isradl. Thewording in the passage may well indicate that the Levite took a
closer look than the priest had. But, like the priest, he quickly passed by on the other
sideof theroad.

E. Both of them saw the plight of theman. They knew he had been beaten up and was lying
therein thedugd, in thefierce heat of amerciless sun. They knew very well he might die.

? Bailey, Through Peasant Eyes, 33.



F.

| remember hearing about a Sunday school class in the Deep South in which the story was
told. Apparently the teacher wanted to make alasting impression, so she described the
scenein graphic detail. There was theman at the side of theroad. His arm was twisted
right aroundand broken at theelbow. Histongue was hanging out of his mouth. One of
his ears had been ripped off. Hisright eye was out of its socket and hanging onby a
thread. His nose was broken and his face was beaten to a pulp. Some of his teeth had
been knocked out, his lips were swollen and there was bloodeverywhere. Theteacher
then asked theclass wha they would have doreif they had come across such aman. One
little girl, who had been suffering through the description, put up her hand and said,
Miss, | think 1@ a throwed up!O

Imagine, for amoment, that you had stopped the priest a kilometer down the road and
interviewed him. CMr. Cohen, did you see that man at the side of theroad? Do you
mean to tell methat you just ignored him?0 | guess he coud have given you oneof four
answers.

1. Hecoud have said, Qt@ notmy busness. No law compds me to stop and help an
unfortunae person. | can@ beheld persondly responsible for every person who
travels the Jericho Road.O

2. Or hemight have protested, O have a time problem. | need to get to Jericho before
dak. 1Gve been onduty for two weeks. My family and friendsare expecting me.
Perhaps in different circumstances, | coud have done something, but | didn®expect
to be detained in this way.O

3. Hecoud have argued, Ot@&toorisky. Did you hear wha happened to Reuben Ben
Yehuda theother day? He stopped to hdp someoneand therobbers were still
aroundand tackled him as well. Who knows whether this is an anbush?0

4. Hewould almost certainly have painted out that he hadreligiouspriorities: OVha
happensif theman dies while | am busy with him?0 He was not to come within four
cuhits (just unde two meters) of adead man. Q\ccording to theLaw, | am then
ceremonidly defiled and | redly don®want that. Perhaps you don®undestand, | am
apriest and the community depends onme! When | return to Jerusalem to resume
my important priestly ministry in two weeks, | would have to go through a
purification ceremony. That would be mog inconvenient, not to mention highly
embarrassing.O

H. Mr. Gershom, theLevite, coud have told you much the same thing.

And then, dong came a Samaritan.



1. To putit mildly, therewas nolovelos between Jews and Samaritans. The problem
was both ethnic andreligious The Samaritans existed because of some soda
engineering centuries before. They had opposed the Jews who returned from
captivity and they had abrand of religion similar to but different from tha of the
Jews. There was less affection between Jews and Samaritans in those days than there
is between Palestiniansand Israglistoday. And the feding was mutud.

2. Today theterm GamaritanChas a pleasant connaation. But, to afirst century Jewish
audence, theword Samaritan would conjure up disdan and resentment. The Mishnah
(thewritten record of the Jewish Ora Law), contains this comment: (He that eats the
bread of the Samaritans is like one who eats theflesh of pigsG A few years earlier,
some Samaritans had defiled the temple during the Passover by scattering human
bonesin thetemple court. That, no doult, exacerbated Jewish resentment.

3. SoJesusOstory was poignant (like telling a story to Americansjugt after 9/11in
which aleader of Al Qaedawas the hero). Kenneth Bailey, who worked for yearsin
both Lebanonand Isragl, confessed that he had never plucked up the courageto tell a
story to the Paestiniansaboutanoble Isradi. He adds GDnly onewho has lived as
part of acommunity with abitterly hated traditiond enemy can understand fully the
courage of Jesus in making the despised Samaritan appear as moraly superior to the
religiousleadership of theaudence &

4. TheSamaritan took pity onthewoundel Jew and came to where hewas. The priest
and Levite had crossed theroad to avoid him; the Samaritan apparently was aready
walking on the other side of theroad, but crossed over and came to the victim@ side.
Thedescriptionis brief but every clause must have been like ahammer blow. He
went to him; he bandagd the man® wounds; he poured in oil andwine to sootheand
disinfect; he put the man on his own dorkey--which meant tha he walked; he
brought him to an inn; hetook care of him, probably not deeping that entire night; he
paid the hatel bill; he took out two silver coinsand paid the inn keeper in advance to
continueto care for the man; he assured theinn keeper tha he would return and
reimburse him for any extra expense that may arise. Nothing was too much trouble
and that for a Jew!

5. Weshould not lose sight of the danger in which the Samaritan placed himsdf. In the
first place, onthe Jericho Road, he may have been exposed to even more danger than
the priest and Levite. Inaddtion, he coud be suspected of having harmed the man.
In that part of theworld, it was incumbent on the family of an injured man to seek
vengeance. So, the presence of aSamaritan in the proximity of the battered Jew might
lead to thewrong concluson. Qrrational mindsseeking afocusfor ther retaliation do

* Herbert Danby, The Mishnah: Translated from the Hebrew with Introduction and Brief Explanatory Notes,
Shebiith 8:10 (London: Oxford University Press, 1933), 49.
* Bailey, Through Peasant Eyes, 48.



not make rationa judgments, especialy when the personinvaved is from a hated
minority community.G

6. Somedetailsin parables are there merely to add color. But thereis something
interesting here in JesusOGdescription: “He went to him and bandaged his wounds,
pouring on oil and wine.O Oil and wine were used in temple worship. In other words
the priest and the Levite Qpoured out oil and wine on the high atar before God. Here,
in the parable, this same freighted language is applied to the Samaritan, just after the
priest and the Levite have failed miserably in thar ability to make a Qiving sacrifice O
It is the hated Samaritan who pours out thelibation on theadtar of this man®
wounds.8

7. Then,whiletheaudence wasreding in shod at the preposterous portrayal, Jesus
put a question to thelegal expert: Q\hich of these three do you think was a neighbor
to theman who fell into the handsof robbers?0

8. Theecoud beonly oneanswer but theexpert in thelaw coud not bring himsdlf to
say the dreaded word, (8-am-a-r-i-t-a-n.O He coud not avoid the concluson
however, so headmitted, Orhe one who had mercy on him.O Jesus responded: GGo
and do likewise.O This was more than a prescription. It was an indictment and an
exposZ of the shortcomingsof legdism.

So, in thefirst place, the paableis about eternd life; in the second place, it highlights the
difference between trueand fa se religion.

IN THE THIRD PLACE, THIS PARABLE IS ABOUT ASKING THE RIGHT
QUESTIONS.

A. Did you natice how Jesus inverted the question that theexpert in thelaw asked? He
asked, QVhois my ndghbor?0 In other words, Ohom do | have to hdp in order to
secure eternd life for myself?20 Here, the neighboris for my benefit. | have an ulterior
motive. Helping a neighbor earnsme afew spiritua brownie points. QVhoismy
naghbor?0 Wrong question!  Jesus asked QVhich of these three do you think was a
neghbor to theman who fel amorg thieves?O In other words, QVVhose neighbor are
you?0 T. W. Manson makes theimportant observation about true compassion: Q.ove
does not begin by defining its objects: it discovers them.3

Whenever you find yourself measuring in this way, the chances are tha you are missing
the point entirely. Acts of compassion cannotbeturned into obligationsthat are

° Ibid., 52.
® Ibid., 50.
" T. W. Manson, The Sayings of Jesus (London: SCM, 1937), 261



undetaken in order to secure adesired endfor oneself! They are the overflow of alife of
love and they are undertaken with the other personin mind.

B. Martin Luther King drew attention to the dement of risk that there was in helping the
woundel Jew. Fearing for ther own safety, the priest and the Levite may well have
asked, QVhat will happen if | hep this man?0(The Samaritan probably had more reason
to do so than they did). Wrong question! We shoud be asking, OVhat will happen if |
do nat help this man?0

Suppose | came across a situation in which four men were assaulting ayourg womanin a
deserted area. | strongly suspect that they are going to gang rapeher. Well, what can |
do? iscretionOthey say, Os the better part of vaor.O Those who would resort to
such an awful and cowardly crime won®think twice about eiminating me. Perhaps|
should try to prevent therape, but stop short of endangering my own life. After dl, |
don®know thedetails. There may have been some provocation (thowh | hardly think
anything can mitigate this kind of crime). People depend on me (as they did onthe priest
and the Levite, and no doult the Samaritan). But suppose someone € se came across the
horrible scene, and suppose the yourng woman being assaulted was my daughter. How
would | want that stranger to act in such circumstances? Do we get invdved to the point
of endangering our own lives? Interesting question! And perhgps oneday it will be more
than atheoretica questionfor some of us

C. Asl pointed out, theinitia question which sounded so goodwas aso thewrong
question. Theexpert in thelaw asked, OVhat mugt | do to inherit eternd 1ife?0 In effect,
hewas asking for some attainable stipulations. GGive me certain regulationsand duties.O
Jesus dicited, from theman® own mouth, aresponse that placed eternd life out of the
reach of human endeavor. Q.ove theLord your God. . . and love your ndghbor as
yourself.O Thetrouble with legdismisthat it istoo easy! It looksfor an achievable god
and wants to beable to say: Q have accomplished what isrequired. Now | am entitled to
thereward.O The tense used to convey theman@ question indicates that he was thinking
in such terms (Wha must | do?010:25; aorist participle). But Jesus reply requires an
ongoing attitudeof heart. We are to keep loving God with al we have and our neighbors
asoursaves (Do this. . .010:28, present imperative).

1t33 not about religion; it about relationship. 1t& not about laws; it@ about love. 1tG&
not about measuring duties; it& about grace; grace received and grace given. Jesusis
certainly not telling ustha theway to earn our sdvationisto belike the Good Samaritan
anddoakinddeed. Heis showing ushow a person who loves God will act.

Conclusion

So, we may well ask, How best can | help my ndghbar? But we cannat ask, OVhois my
neighbor? Jesus has answered the question for us And fortunaely, we do not have to ask,
QWhat must | do to inherit eternd 1ife?0 That question has been answered for us  Johnassures
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us, OThisis thetestimony: God has given useternd life, and thislifeisin his Son; He who has
the Son has life; he who does not have the Son of God does not have lifeO(1 John5:11-13). The
right question is, OHow does a person who has eternd life behave?OHow incredibly fortunate we
arel



