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“Who Is My Neighbor” by Pastor Steve Sommerer 

Fifth Sunday after Pentecost July 14
th

, 2019 

Sermon Text: Luke 10:23-36 

 

Let the words of my mouth and the meditations of our hearts be acceptable in 

Your sight, O Lord, our Rock and our Redeemer. Amen. 

 

The sermon text is from Luke chapter 10:23-36 previously read. 

 

In our text, a religious expert, a canon lawyer, tests Jesus with the question: 

“What must I do to inherit eternal life?” We know an inheritance has nothing to do with 

what you do. An inheritance is something you’re born to; something that comes from 

being a part of the family. Someone dies and leaves the estate to the heirs; that’s how it 

works. What he really meant was: “What can I do to earn my salvation?” It’s a wrong- 

headed question… you don’t earn salvation. Your adoption is by grace, and you receive 

it through faith. 

 

So Jesus turns the question around. “What does God’s Word say? How do you 

read it?” Now, this expert in the Law could shine:  “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.” His mind knew the answer, but his heart still didn’t get 

it… His heart still didn’t get that good works aren’t about measuring out just the 

appropriate measure of love to certain types of people. True love is about hearts changed 

by God’s grace through faith. 

 

God wants us to love our neighbors by the votes we cast to honor God’s Word in 

society, by the work we do for our bosses, by loving our spouses and caring for our 

children, by the aid we offer the hurting and hungry, by visiting and caring for our elderly 

and shut-ins. God loves our neighbors, our parents, our children and community through 

us. True love doesn’t argue who counts as neighbor? How little can I get away with? 

How narrowly can I define God’s Law of love so it’s no inconvenience to me?   

 

1 John 4 says, “We love because God first loved us.” God’s love doesn’t 

ask, “How little can I do.” True love prays, “Lord, lay some soul upon my 

heart and love that soul through me; that gladly may I do my part to win 

that soul for Thee.” 

 

Love begins at home. That’s why the Second Table of God’s Law begins, 

“Honor your father and mother.” 1 Timothy 5 says, “If anyone doesn’t provide for his 

relatives, and especially for his immediate family, he has denied the faith and is worse 

than an unbeliever.” Galatians 6 expands the circle of love beyond family. Paul writes, 

“Therefore, as we have opportunity, let us do good to all people, especially to those who 

belong to the family of believers.” So first, family, next we love fellow Christians… You 

might say Jesus’ parable is the “rest of the story.” 

 

So here’s the parable… A certain man went down from the hills of Jerusalem 

through the rocky badlands of Judea to the city of Jericho in the valley of the Jordan, the 

lowest river valley in the world. The region is ideal for robbers, with good places to 

ambush travelers along the boulder-strewn descent. Bandits jumped him along the road 

and beat him within an inch of his life, stripped him, robbed him, and left him for dead. 



2 
 

Shortly, a priest came down the road. We expect this to be good news, but when 

the priest saw the dying man, he ignored the dying man and passed by. There’s cause for 

optimism when next, came a Levite, a temple worker, but again he was unmoved by the 

suffering of the dying man and passed by. That’s two respected religious leaders who 

never lifted a hand to help. Finally, came a Samaritan, bound up his wounds, took the 

victim to a nearby inn, paid for his expenses and promised to pay whatever the cost to 

save the wounded man. At great risk to himself he acted. He loved the dying man above 

and beyond what might seem reasonable. 

 

To get the parable, you need to understand that Jews and Samaritans hated one 

another… they were neighbors but divided by serious religious issues, and a big dose of 

racial hatred. Perhaps, as divided as modern day Jews and Palestinians, or even 

republicans and democrats. 

 

Yet, Jesus asks: “Which of these men was a neighbor to the man who fell into the 

hands of robbers?” There could be only one answer: “The one who showed mercy.” 

Jesus’ response? “Go and do likewise.” 

 

The lesson is clear. Those whom God calls us to love are those in need. Are the 

ones God puts in front of us in each moment.  We owe the debt of love even to the 

enemy. You can’t turn away looking for a neighbor you prefer when God’s put the needy 

in your face! In the Sermon on the Mount, Jesus taught, “Love your enemies and pray for 

those who persecute you.” Every person whom the Lord puts near you is someone God 

would love through you. When you deny your neighbor and harden your heart, when you 

turn your family into a battleground where no one forgives and grudges held, when you 

deny the helping hand you become murderers in the sight of God. 

 

When we turn away from human need and refuse the hand of charity, we destroy 

life and all that God would have us respect and cherish. When the Law doesn’t recognize 

an infant’s right to life, we’re given to speak and vote to protect them and to support 

adoption agencies and crisis pregnancy centers and women’s shelters. Likewise, our 

elderly aren’t dropped into the hands of government to be warehoused and forgotten, but 

loved and visited and remembered – and that’s a calling for the whole body of Christ. 

When the community gathers resources to feed the hungry, that’s God’s work and 

extends His love. When our neighbor is in need, we are God’s hands to serve. 

 

This Parable is God’s Law… God teaches us how to put “flesh-and-bones” on the 

Gospel… God wants you to see Christ in your neighbor and love as God loves you. 

That’s God’s will for you whether it’s that nearest neighbor across the dinner table or 

even the “enemy” that’s a little harder to love. May God open our hearts to mercy! 

 

Many church fathers, Luther included, recognized that this parable is, in many 

ways, a picture of Christ Jesus. He was hated and rejected by the religious leaders, yet 

Jesus didn’t pass by on the other side. Beaten, bloodied and dying, Jesus didn’t avoid our 

sufferings, but made our death and our sin His business. He took our wounds and death 

upon Himself. Only Jesus could step into our world to bind up our broken lives, dying a 

bloody death in our place.  He dresses our wounds and bandages our cuts with His 

Gospel words of forgiveness flowing from Calvary’s cross. He lifts us to His own 

shoulders and carries us “through the valley of the shadow of death.” 

 

But Jesus didn’t act once and be done with us. Our gracious God carries us to the 
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safety of the inn and entrusts us to its keeper. The inn is His Church where the glorious 

Gospel of God’s grace nurses us from death to life. Here God washes us with pure water 

in the promises of Baptism. He nourishes us with heavenly food by the power of the 

Holy Spirit, as we eat and drink of Christ’s very body and blood. Here, in God’s Church 

fed and forgiven by God’s gifts, the Words of our Lord bring strength and health to 

bodies battered by our spiritual enemies. 

 

Ephesians 2 says, “When we were dead in trespasses God made us alive in Christ 

Jesus.” In the healing hospital of God’s Church, He washes us, dresses us and gives us 

never-ending eternal life. Never any exorbitant over-billing! When Jesus paid the price, 

it is paid in full. Every sin charged to His account. By His blood, it’s paid in full! 

 

But here’s the rest of the story! Resuscitated and refreshed in God’s healing 

forgiveness, you are discharged – sent into the world to extend the arms of God’s mercy 

to your neighbor - everyone. God has gifted you for a reason. You own nothing. 

Everything you are and have belongs to God. With your time, talents, and treasures God 

has given you to share His work binding up the broken and bringing mercy to our 

neighbors. You aren’t to “pass by on the other side” to avoid doing anything useful in 

God’s Kingdom. Your church, your family, your workplace and neighborhood is where 

God calls you to love and give and serve, and God promises to bless that service. 

 

The legal expert approached it in the way of the Law. What do I have to do or 

how little can I get away with doing? The Law has no power to save. Salvation is by 

inheritance. Jesus died to make you an heir. 

 

For us who were dead on the side of the road, it’s not about what we do to justify 

ourselves. Your life is about what God will do for your neighbor through you and me. 

So don’t waste one moment of your life counting up and measuring and parsing out what 

you have to do… look at what you’ve been given and are given everyday, and freely give 

what you’ve freely received. Amen. 

 

And now may the peace of God which surpasses human understanding keep your 

hearts and minds in Christ Jesus. Amen. 


