Luke 10:25-37 Loving your neighbours

We’re doing a series on ‘Following Jesus’. What does it mean to follow Jesus? In the last two Sundays, we’ve learnt that it means to deny ourselves. It means to bring others to him. And today’s topic: Following Jesus means loving others. 

Now, the story Jesus told in our Bible passage today from Luke 10 (EJ p.37) is a very famous story. Anyone here never heard that before? The story of the Good Samaritan. It’s so famous, the phrase ‘Good Samaritan’ has become part of everyday English for any person who helps others (usually strangers) in trouble, usually without expecting anything in return, & especially if the help comes at a great cost to themselves. 

Have you heard of Luke Mitchell from Melbourne? People in Melbourne know him as the ultimate example of a Good Samaritan. Not only that. Because of what Luke has done, the state of Victoria declares 31st of March this year as the first ‘good Samaritan day’. You know what Luke has done? One Sunday morning last year, this 29 year old man saw a stranger being bashed by 3 Asian gang members on the street outside a nightclub. He intervened & rescued the stranger. The 3 men followed Luke. Minutes later they stabbed him 5 times and kicked him as he lay helpless. He died because of his wounds. It’s a tragic story. 
But there are many other so-called Good Samaritan stories which don’t end tragically. A car breaks down & you stop to give the driver a lift. You are called a Good Samaritan. your neighbour’s house is on fire & you try to rescue him out of the house. Good Samaritan. Christians and many non-Christians know the story of the Good Samaritan. It’s the ideal example of loving our neighbour. The Samaritan sees the need of another, he has the resources to meet it, so he generously gives help, without prejudice and regardless of circumstances. We need to follow the example of the Good Samaritan. 
But like all stories of Jesus, this story of the good Samaritan has deeper meanings, one clue is the lawyer’s original question.—“what must I do so that I will inherit eternal life?”— He had asked, not about a way of life, but about a way to life. This is very important. The lawyer is a specialist in Jewish religious law; so Jesus replies to the man on the man’s own terms—‘What is written in the law? How do you read it?’. The lawyer asks what he must do to inherit eternal life; so Jesus replies first that he must do what the two great commandments tell him, “Love the Lord your God…; love your neighbour as yourself”. and then that he must do as the Samaritan did. He wants to know the way to life; so Jesus says, ‘Do this, and you will live’. 
But the whole Bible tells us, the trouble is that this is humanly impossible to do. No-one ever succeeds in doing so. The lawyer thinks eternal life can be obtained by doing what the law demands, but those demands are extreme! That’s the point of the story of the good Samaritan. It’s impossible. We are so used to thinking of the victim and his rescuer as ‘neighbours’, that we forget this was Jesus’s scandalous twist to the story; the two groups of people in the story were usually not good neighbours at all, but bitter enemies. there was deep prejudice & hatred between the Jews & the Samaritans politically & religiously For the people in Jesus’ day, to imagine a Samaritan helping a Jew was just as difficult as to imagine: ‘An American soldier fell among thieves, and an Al-Qaeda fighter came and helped him; a pedophile’s house is on fire & the parents of his victims try to rescue him. That’s impossible! But that’s exactly the point in the Good Samaritan story! 
This is so consistent with what Jesus teaches a few chapters before in his famous Sermon on the Mount. We’ll look at the Sermon on the Mount later on this year. Let me give you a foretaste of that: Luke 6 (EJ p.24) “But to you who are listening, I say: love your enemies. Do good to those who hate you. Bless those who curse you. Pray for those who mistreat you. If someone strikes you on the cheek, offer him the other cheek as well; and if someone takes your coat, let him have your shirt as well. To everyone who asks of you, give; and if someone takes your things, don’t demand them back. And in the way you want people to treat you, do the same for them. “If you love those who love you, what credit is that to you? For even the sinners love those who love them. And if you do good to those who do good to you, what credit is that to you? Even the sinners do that. And if you lend to those you know will return the favour, what credit is that to you? Even sinners lend to sinners so that they might receive as much back. “But love your enemies, and do good and lend without expecting anything back. Your reward will be great, and you will be sons of the Most High, because he shows kindness to the ungrateful and the immoral.’ 
I think the Good Samaritan story is an illustration of this! It’s not just loving others that Jesus wants from his followers. That’s good, but even people who don’t follow Jesus can do that. What Jesus wants from his followers is enemy love. That’s the standard of love that Jesus sets out for his followers. It’s humanly impossible! 
So what? Is Jesus being too demanding? Is he being unrealistic? Jesus answers this question later in Luke 18. He said, “What is humanly impossible is possible for God”. “What is humanly impossible is possible for God”. What does Jesus mean by that? He means this: to inherit eternal life is to be rescued by God. There’s no other way to inherit eternal life. That’s why Jesus came to rescue us, you see? That’s why Jesus had to die on the cross. You & I need to be rescued by God through Jesus in order to inherit eternal life. Eternal life is not something you earn. It’s humanly impossible for us to earn eternal life. We can only receive it. We can only be rescued by God’s grace. And God’s grace came through Jesus. 
What does all this mean for us in following Jesus? Let me just mention 3 points: Well, firstly, we must love our neighbours. It may sound obvious, but I think we often forget that, living in cities like ours. Today neighbourhood can easily become optional. We have networks of relationships, at home, at school, at work, at church, but not so much in our neighbourhood. We’re likely to spend as much time leaving the local neighbourhood as we do living in it. We’re likely to shop, work, worship & spend our leisure time in four entirely different places, with most of them well outside our neighbourhoods. Today, with mobile phones, emails & facebook, it’s likely that we’ll communicate more often with someone interstate or overseas, than with the person next door. It’s all good, but don’t forget our real neighbours! 
Jesus reminds us that our response to what’s right in front of our noses is the most telling indicator of our love. When God first gave the commandment to love our neighbours, he meant particularly the person next door. The fellow Israelite. But Jesus made clear in the story of the Good Samaritan, that a neighbour can basically be everyone, Muslim, Buddhist, Hindus, not just a fellow Christian. It can be everyone, not just someone who has similar hobbies, or the same education, or the same profession, or the same age, or the same skin colour as you. a neighbour can even be a person who is normally seen as an enemy. 
God says, ‘You shall love your neighbour’. That doesn’t mean so much being intimate & affectionate with them, the way we love our spouse or children. To love our neighbour is probably better to be translated, ‘to be of use to’, ‘to be beneficial or helpful to’ your neighbour. The commandment is not just about helping those who are poor in far off places, but it’s first & foremost about the practical daily life with our neighbours! 
We need to take the time to get to know them. When was the last time you visit your neighbours? We need to take the time to understand their needs. What they like. How we can help them. What we can pray for. Let me give you an example. It’s from this book ‘God next door: Spirituality & mission in the neighbourhood’ by Simon Holt. Simon lives in an appartment complex with his family. One of their neighbours was this 76-year old woman Daphne. Simon had often chatted with her at the mailboxes & she told him she decided to move, after 16 years living in her appartment. She was going to move closer to her son & his family in a suburb further east. But it was clear Daphne found it hard emotionally to move after living there for so long. Simon told his wife, & they decided the opportunity was too good to pass up. They invited everybody in the complex to come to a farewell party. Some residents chose not to come, but they were pleasantly surprised at the number who did. In fact, some of the older residents said it was the social event of the year. Simon & his wife were told over & over that this was the first party the complex had ever had. Part way through the celebration, they asked Daphne to share some memories of the day she moved in. Before long, people were exchanging stories of the people & history of the neighbourhood. No one wanted to leave. 
Consider the many occasions we celebrate in our lives. Birthdays, graduations, anniversaries, marriages, promotions, new home, new baby, first day of school, retirements, deaths. What great opportunities to invite others into our lives! What great opportunities to connect & to get to know strangers around us. To share with them how following Jesus makes a difference in our lives. 
What else does this mean in following Jesus? Secondly, we love our neighbours, for Jesus’ sake, not for our sake. We do that not in order to earn eternal life, nor to prove that we’re good enough. We do that to please Jesus, to honour him, to try to be like him, to bring our neighbours to him. Jesus is the ultimate example of the Good Samaritan. He goes to the cross to die for us while we are helpless – half-dead like the man in the story, & while we are still his enemies! Jesus did that without counting the cost. He has done the impossible. He succeeds where we fail. 
Last but not least, it means that we follow Jesus without burden, but with great comfort. Jesus promised that if we follow him, he will empower us with his Spirit to become more & more like him. we begin to do the right sort of things. Keeping the law is not a way to life. It becomes a way of life for us. 
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