
Sermon for 7-14-19 
Text: Luke 10:25-37 
 

Grace to you and peace from God our Father and our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ. 
 
“What must I do to inherit eternal life?” the lawyer asks Jesus. 
 

Has it ever struck you just how strange this question is? “What must I do to 
inherit eternal life?” What does the lawyer mean by inherit? Isn’t an inheritance 
something you get from somebody else, usually after they’ve died? How can 
eternal life be inherited? Surely if life is eternal, it can’t be given to someone else 
upon your death. The question doesn’t make any sense. 
 

Hiding in the Greek verb tenses of the original language is another odd 
thing – the lawyer wants to know what he can do to inherit eternal life. The verb 
“do” is an aorist participle, “poiesas,” suggesting a single limited action. A once-
and-done event that can earn him this “eternal life.” He seems to think there is a 
button he can push, a ticket he can redeem, a lever he can pull to get the prize; as 
if life is a game that can be won with a single, perfect move. I’m only 35, but I’m 
pretty sure that’s not how it works. 
 

In response to this strange question Jesus does one of the most annoying 
things a teacher can do when you’re looking for answers - he answers a question 
with another question. “What is written in the law? What do you read there?” 
Here again the original Greek is helpful. A more accurate translation would be: “In 
the law, what is written? How do you read?” 
 

Jesus’ question makes more sense if you know Hebrew. Hebrew, you see, 
doesn’t have vowels like English or Greek. It has what are called vowel points 
which aren’t included in many printed texts, and certainly not in scripture.  

 
(See first slide) 

 
These three letters represent my name, Rah’chayl in Hebrew, but they’re 

just the consonants: R, CH, and L. The dots and little “t” shape in the second 
image are the points that indicate which vowels belong with these consonants in 
this word. With my name, the vowels aren’t a big deal, but they can be on other 
words. 



(See second slide) 
 
Notice that these two words are the same except for ONE little dot in the 

vowel point that changes the meaning from a generic word for “god” to the 
preposition “to/towards.” That’s a big difference. 
 

Now imagine all your scriptures, the laws that guide your life, are written 
like this. That’s the Hebrew scriptures – the law and the prophets. That’s what the 
lawyer is working with. Suddenly how you read the words matters as much as 
what is written on the page because you have to know which vowels go with 
which consonants. And because the way we read a law, the intent we sense 
behind that law, makes a big difference in how we apply it. 
 

The lawyer asks, “What must I do to inherit eternal life?” Then Jesus asks, 
“How do you read the law?” Then the lawyer answers - “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.” And Jesus says to him,  
“You have given the right answer; do this, and you will live.” 
 

Remember how in the lawyer’s question the word “do” meant “once and 
done” like, where’s the button I push to get the prize? Jesus’ answer contains a 
different kind of “do.” His “do” in Greek implies continual action, like a practice or 
a lifestyle. 
 

Make your life about loving God and your neighbor, and you’ve got the key 
to eternal life, he says. But that’s not what the lawyer wanted to hear. That’s not 
what any of us want to hear. 
 

We are the lawyer in this story, asking God to give us an answer. Tell us the 
one thing we need to know or do to get to heaven or to the good life or to 
happiness. We want the answer key to all of life’s problems. We want to be able 
to say definitively who is in and who is out because that’s the only way we’ll be 
able to ensure we’re part of the “in” group. 
 

We are the lawyer, thinking of the law as a specific set of hoops we must 
clear to win at life, a list of things we can check off to ensure we receive our 



inheritance. Love God, creator of heaven and earth – check! Love neighbor – wait 
– who exactly is that? 
 

So we ask Jesus – who is our neighbor? Where do we draw the line on who 
to love? Who counts and who doesn’t? If loving our neighbor is the box we have 
to check off our list we need to be sure we know who our neighbors are, right? 
Eternal life is at stake here! 
  

In reply, Jesus tells a very familiar story: a man is beaten, robbed, and left 
on the side of the road. The people who should have helped him, the priest and 
the Levite, pass by on the other side. The person he would least expect to help, a 
Samaritan, takes care of him instead. Be like the Samaritan. The dirty, rotten, no-
good Samaritan that nobody likes; that nobody expects to help. Fine, Jesus. We 
can try to be like that guy. 
  

That’s how we usually read this story, right. That’s why Good Samaritan 
laws and Good Samaritan hospitals exist.  Because we read this story and think if 
we can just be like that, we will have the key to eternal life. We can check it off 
our list. 
 

But remember – how we read something matters. 
 

What must I do to inherit eternal life? The lawyer asks. Perhaps his first 
question should have been, What is eternal life? 
 

For therein lies the key to how to read this story: eternal life is Jesus’ life. It 
is the gift of God available to all thanks to his death and resurrection. It is God’s 
love poured out for all people. It is God’s mercy moving us into God’s 
neighborhood. 
 

Jesus has taken the lawyer’s question about a single, once-and-done 
solution to the problem of how to inherit eternal life and given him a story about 
what it means both to show mercy and to be shown mercy. A story about what it 
means to live in him, in Christ. 
 

There is no button to push. There is no box to check off. There is simply 
grace, mercy, and love to be shared as an ongoing, continual practice. 



 
This is harder than it sounds. 

 
How do you show mercy to those jerks on the other side of the political 

aisle? How do you offer grace to those who try to cross your border or steal your 
job or regulate your body or ignore your suffering? How do you love those who 
hate you and pray for those who persecute you when every fiber of your being 
cries out for revenge instead? How, when you are a flawed, broken human do you 
live the life of God? 
 

There’s only one way: Jesus. 
 

Jesus has moved us out of this cycle of human suffering and revenge into 
God’s neighborhood where love, mercy, and grace abound. Jesus has opened his 
arms wide to receive us, adopted us as God’s children in the waters of baptism, 
fed us and made us his own body at the table of grace, called us and claimed us 
forever - making us one with him. 
 

So perhaps it is time for us to flip the question: from “How can we possibly 
live in God’s mercy, grace, and love?” to “How can we not?” 
 
Thanks be to God. 


