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In 2002, Indian film director, Shekhar Kapur, made the sixth version of the classic British adventure tale, “The Four 
Feathers,” which is my personal favorite of those six films. “The Four Feathers” is the story of a young British 
officer who overcomes his fear to rescue his friends in the Sudan during the Mahdi rebellion of the late 1800s – 
and the reason I like this version best is because of one scene that’s absent in the other films.  Early in the story, 
our hero is alone in the Sahara desert and dying of thirst when he is rescued by a huge tribesman who becomes his 
friend and his guardian angel for the rest of the movie.  Once he recovers consciousness, the young officer asks 
the tribesman, “Why are you helping me?”  The tribesman replies with one of the great lines of all time; “God put 
you in my way. I had no choice.” That scene made the movie for me because it reminded me of a story Jesus told 
about a similar tribesman, the Good Samaritan.  But according to Jesus, the Good Samaritan wasn’t a hero.  
What he did wasn’t extraordinary.  The Good Samaritan only did what anyone would do who truly loves his 
neighbor as himself.  “God put you in my way. I had no choice.”  Over the past few Sundays we’ve seen how our 
love for God cannot be separated from our love for our neighbor; how any failure to love my neighbor is a failure 
to love God. But who is my neighbor? Who does God expect me to love as much as I love myself?  That’s the 
question we’ll be talking about for several Sundays – and the question Jesus answers in this story. Let’s read Luke 
10:25-37
 

“And a lawyer stood up and put Him to the test.” Lawyers in Jesus’ day were experts in the Law of Moses who 
often loved to debate the Law more than they loved to obey it and that’s what’s happening here.  Luke says this 
lawyer is asking Jesus a question, not to learn anything but in an attempt to trip Jesus up. “Teacher, what shall I do 
to inherit eternal life?” which was a question the rabbis debated all the time. How much do I have to do to get into 
heaven? Just how good do I have to be?  The first lesson they teach you in law school is to never ask a question 
you don’t already know the answer to; and this lawyer is no exception.  He’s setting Jesus up, except that Jesus 
doesn’t fall into his trap.  He answers the lawyer’s question with a question of His own. “What is written in the 
Law? How does it read to you?”  The lawyer who thought he was going to cross-examine Jesus finds himself on 
the witness stand.  “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.”  The same answer Jesus gave when He was asked 
the most important commands of the Law.  The Law can be summed up in these two commandments.  Love 
God and love your neighbor.  Jesus replies, “You have answered correctly; do this and live.” 

 

But did the lawyer answer correctly?  If someone asked you, “What must I do to inherit eternal life?” how would 
you answer?   “Believe in the Lord Jesus Christ and you shall be saved.”  “What must I DO to inherit eternal life? 
“ There’s nothing we can do to inherit eternal life.  Eternal life is a gift to be received by faith, not a reward that 
can be earned.  The only person who can earn eternal life is the person who lives a perfectly obedient life, who 
loves God with all his heart, soul, strength, and mind perfectly all the time, and who loves his neighbor as himself 
every second of every day.  But the Bible says that no one can do that; that all have sinned, and broken God’s 
laws, all of us have failed to love God and to love our neighbor.  We are incapable of ever doing enough to earn 
eternal life. That’s why the gospel is such good news.  Eternal life is not based upon what I do but upon what 
Christ has done.  God so loved the world that He sent His Son to live the life we should have lived, to pass every 
test that we failed, and then to die the death we deserved to die for our failure, bearing our sins on the cross, and 
then rising from the dead in our behalf so that all who stop trying to earn salvation by doing and simply accept the 
free gift of eternal life may live forever with Christ and His Father.  I can’t earn eternal life.  I can only receive 
eternal life as a gift by faith.  But let me ask you another question.  Do you think the lawyer was ready to hear 
that answer?  No.  The lawyers were proud men, proud of their great learning and proud of their reputation as 
men of God.  If Jesus told him that there was nothing he could do to inherit eternal life; that argument would 
have gone on for days.  We’re not ready to hear the good news of what God has given us in Christ until we hear 



the bad news of how far short we fall of God’s righteousness and how much we need outside help. That’s why God 
gave the Law.  The commandments of God weren’t given to save us but to show us we need to be saved and that 
we need a Savior.  The Law reveals our failures.   It’s not the cure.  It just reveals the disease.  So why does 
Jesus tell the lawyer, “You have answered correctly.  Do this and live?”  If that lawyer could keep the Law 
perfectly every day of his life, if he could love God with all his heart, soul, strength and mind and love his neighbor 
as much as he loves himself, then he would inherit eternal life.  But until he sees that in spite of his great 
knowledge OF the Law, he doesn’t keep the law, he’s not ready to hear the rest of the story; the good news of 
God’s grace and that eternal life isn’t something we earn but something we receive as a gift by faith.  That’s why 
Jesus says, “Good answer. Now go do it.” 

This conversation isn’t going the way the lawyer planned. “But wishing to justify himself, he said to Jesus, ‘And who 
is my neighbor?’”   “It’s not that simple, Teacher.  I know we’re supposed to love our neighbor but who 
qualifies as my neighbor?  Exactly who am I obligated to love to the same degree that I love myself in order to 
inherit eternal life?”   This lawyer doesn’t believe everybody was his neighbor or that God expected him to love 
everyone. In fact, a common saying among the Jews of that day was "Love your neighbor and hate your enemy." 
Some people are neighbors and some people are non-neighbors.  As far as the lawyer was concerned, non-Jews 
certainly weren’t his neighbors since they were enemies of God.  Neither were irreligious Jews.  His neighbor 
was someone just like him.  That’s why he asks Jesus, “Who IS my neighbor?  Who am I obligated to love as 
much I love myself in order to receive eternal life?”  That’s a great question. I’ll be that every Christian in America 
knows we’re supposed to love our neighbor.  What differentiates us from one another is how we define who that 
neighbor is.  And judging from our behavior, my guess is that most of us define our neighbor as people like us; 
people with the same faith, the same politics, the same economic status, the same race, or the same sexual 
orientation.  Everybody else is a non-neighbor.  So this lawyer’s question is a very practical question for us as 
well.   Exactly who is my neighbor?  Who does God expect me to love the same way as I love myself?  Jesus 
answers this question by telling a story.   

 
Jesus replied and said, "A man was going down from Jerusalem to Jericho, and fell among robbers, and they 
stripped him and beat him, and went away leaving him half dead.”  Jesus answers the lawyer’s question in the 
first line.  Who is my neighbor? “A man...”  Not another lawyer.  Not a righteous man.  Not necessarily even a 
Jewish man - just some guy who gets beat up and robbed on a dangerous stretch of road between Jerusalem and 
Jericho and left unconscious and half dead. Jesus could have stopped right there and said, “There’s your neighbor - 
that guy in the road.  Whoever needs you, whomever you have the opportunity to help – he’s your neighbor.”  
But Jesus has a bigger point to make.  And so He tells about three different men who each have the opportunity 
to love their neighbor as themselves. "And by chance a priest was going down on that road, and when he saw him, 
he passed by on the other side.” The priests were in charge of the Temple in Jerusalem and were highly respected 
throughout Israel as men of God.  Most were members of a political party called the Sadducees, a religious 
aristocracy, very rich, very powerful, and very pro-Roman – a very influential man in Jewish society.  This is the 
only place in the Bible where Jesus uses the word, “chance.”  “By chance a priest was going down that road...”  
This priest isn’t there because God put him there.  He just happens to show up and when he sees the man lying 
beside the road, he crosses to the other side and continues walking.  Likewise a Levite also, when he came to the 
place and saw him, passed by on the other side.”  The Levites took care of the Temple, sang in the Temple, taught 
the Law, and were supported by the tithes of Israel.  Like the priests, they were highly respected for their 
spirituality.  Yet like the priest, another man of God ignores the man in the road. 
What do you think Jesus is saying here?  He takes representatives from two of the most religious groups in Israel, 
men who are scrupulous about what they eat and whether its lawful to build a fire on the Sabbath and what is the 
legal tithe of every type of income; and yet who fail to see the man lying beside the road as their neighbor.  Two 
men who claim to have a relationship with God, who claim to be living in accordance with God’s law, who take 
pride in their righteousness, and yet when confronted with a man who desperately needs their help, feel no 
obligation to help him at all but continue on their journey.  What’s Jesus saying?  Spirituality without mercy is 
bogus.  The clearest indicator of our true relationship with God is our relationship with people.  And how can I 
claim to have an intimate relationship with the God of mercy and compassion and ignore a suffering man right in 
front of me? 
 



You know the rest of the story. "But a Samaritan, who was on a journey, came upon him; and when he saw him, he 
felt compassion, and came to him and bandaged up his wounds, pouring oil and wine on them; and he put him on 
his own beast, and brought him to an inn and took care of him. On the next day he took out two denarii and gave 
them to the innkeeper and said, 'Take care of him; and whatever more you spend, when I return I will repay you.'  
Now if Jesus had said, “But a lawyer...” the lawyer to whom Jesus is telling this story wouldn’t have had a problem 
at all. “Well, of course a lawyer is the hero.  We know the Scriptures a lot better than those priests and Levites.  
The Sadducees haven’t opened a Bible since they graduated from seminary.”  But I think that when Jesus makes 
the hero of this story a Samaritan - a half-breed heretic, a member of a racial minority hated and despised by all 
Jews - it really grates on the lawyer.  If Jesus was telling this story in Israel today, He might say, “But a Nazi - or 
but a Palestinian - but a member of the Taliban.”  Jesus picks the last person this lawyer would expect to fulfill the 
Law to make his point that it is what we do with our faith and not how much we know about our faith that matters 
to God.  This Samaritan see’s a neighbor - probably a Jew - in need and feels compassion for him.  He picks him 
up, administers first aid, carries him on his donkey to a local inn, pays the innkeeper the equivalent of two days 
wages to take care of him and promises to pay the rest of the bill when he returns.  “God put you in my way.  I 
had no choice.” 
 

Then Jesus asks the lawyer a question – but not the question we expect.  The lawyer asked, “Who is my 
neighbor?” and we expect Jesus to ask, “So, who is your neighbor?” with this nameless victim of crime as the 
obvious answer.  But instead Jesus asks, “Which of these three do you think proved to be a neighbor to the man 
who fell into the robber’s hands? “ "Which one acted like a neighbor?  Which one loved his neighbor as himself?"  
You see, we’re just like this lawyer: we divide people into neighbors and non-neighbors, people we have to help 
and people we’re don’t. That’s why Jesus doesn’t ask, “Who is your neighbor?”  He asks, “Whose neighbor are 
you?”  Which proved to be a neighbor?  The Samaritan proved by his behavior that he loved his neighbor. He 
didn’t let possible danger to himself keep him from doing what was right.  He didn’t let the pressures of his 
schedule keep him from doing what was right.  He didn’t blame the man for getting robbed.  He wasn’t too busy 
or too prejudiced or too scared to help.  God had put this man in his path.  He had to help him. So Jesus asks, 
“Which of these three do you think proved to be a neighbor to the man who fell into the robber’s hands?“ The 
lawyer answers, “The one who showed mercy to him.” And once again Jesus says, “Go and do the same.”  

 

So who is my neighbor? The word is literally, “One living close by.”  Of course, I’m to love everybody but loving 
my neighbor means helping anyone I’m in a position to help.  A neighbor is someone in need and is close enough 
for me to get involved in meeting that need. And Jesus’ story about what loving my neighbor as myself looks like is 
helpful to me in three ways. 

 

The first thing I learn about loving my neighbor as myself is that love is opportunistic. This particular day in the 
Samaritan’s life didn’t turn out the way he had planned. Jesus says he was on a journey and since he was a 
Samaritan, he was far from home and either on his way to Jerusalem or on his way home back to Samaria, but 
either way a foreigner in a hostile country.  He had every reason to keep moving.  Yet God placed this man in his 
path and the Samaritan immediately changed his plans.  Unlike the priest and the Levite, he seized the 
opportunity even though caring for this stranger meant delaying his own plans, spending the night in an inn and 
the extra expense of paying for both himself and this stranger. Yet Jesus says, “That’s what loving your neighbor as 
yourself looks like.” The opportunities to love others usually don’t fit into our schedule.  They have to be seized 
when they appear or in spite of our good intentions, we’ll be just like the priest and the Levite. I’m sure they had 
good reasons not to stop. But Jesus says that real love for my neighbor is opportunistic and this has been a long 
and difficult lesson for me to learn because I love a plan.  I have a schedule of events laid out every day because I 
hate wasting time or feeling like I am not in control of my day.  As a result, I am more like the first two men on 
the road than I am like the third.  I ignore most opportunities to stop what I’m doing in order to connect with 
people – to listen, to ask questions and to help – other things that always seem more important.  Last week I was 
driving home from swimming and waiting in a long line of cars at the Joaquin Miller exit off of 13 when the car I 
was immediately behind pulled out into the road and was hit by a car she hadn’t seen coming from the left.  
When I saw that neither driver seemed to be injured and that I had a long line of cars behind me on the off ramp, 



rather than seeing if I could help, I continued on home.  I figured I wasn’t needed and I had things to get done 
that morning.  You could multiply that experience thousands of time and it would be a good summary of my life 
because people never seem to need me when I’ve got time for them.  I pray for opportunities to share God’s love 
with people and yet I don’t recognize those opportunities when they come because something else always seems 
important in the moment.  I’m finally realizing that God doesn’t care about my schedule or about my plan for the 
day. Look at Proverbs 16:9. “The mind of man plans his way (and I love to plan!) but the Lord directs his steps.” I’ve 
always wondered why Solomon didn’t say “and the Lord directs his steps.”  God does direct us when we plan but 
He also often leads us in a different direction than we planned.  His plan takes precedence over my plan.  That’s 
why Jeremiah writes “I know, O LORD, that a man's way is not in himself, Nor is it in a man who walks to direct his 
steps.” (Jer. 10:23)  Jeremiah, are you saying that I’m not competent to plan my life – that God might have 
another plan than my plan – and that I’m not sitting in Control Central?  Are you saying that my inflexibility about 
my own schedule limits how God uses me? Are you saying that God cares more about my availability than He does 
about my brilliant strategy for how I should be used by Him?  I think that’s what Jeremiah is saying. Love is 
opportunistic.  When my neighbor needs me, I say yes to the opportunity to love my neighbor as myself.  God 
put you in my way.  I have no choice. That’s what Jesus did. As I read the gospels, I don’t get the impression that 
Jesus was on a tight schedule. He never hurries. He just goes about doing good, taking every opportunity He finds 
to heal or comfort or teach or love.  And He said, “I do nothing on my own initiative but only what the Father 
shows me to do.”  Jesus clearly believed that God was guiding His steps and that His job was simply to do what 
God gave Him the opportunity to do – and then He tells me that I am to walk as He walked. “It is not in you who 
walks to direct your steps.  Just be available and respond in love to the opportunities I give to you.” I find that the 
best results usually don’t come from my plans and strategies. The best results are usually serendipitous; a 
seemingly chance conversation or encounter through which great things come.  It’s only in looking back that I see 
that God was directing my steps and made that whole thing happen – just like in the case of the Good Samaritan.  
Lesson number one in loving my neighbor as myself; love is opportunistic.  Real love can’t be scheduled and that 
brings us to the second lesson. Why is love opportunistic? 

 

Love is an obligation. The priest and the Levite obviously felt no obligation to help the man in the road – and yet 
they thought they loved God – and that’s Jesus point.  In spite of their reputation, neither really loved God 
because they felt no obligation to their neighbor.  They felt like loving their neighbor – or who they defined as 
that neighbor – was at their option; and that they could ignore this man and still believe they were men of God.  
But what we’ve seen over the past weeks is that we cannot separate loving God from loving our neighbor – if I love 
God I will love my neighbor and any failure to love my neighbor is a failure to love God.  This story is about what 
loving God and loving our neighbor really looks like.  The Samaritan is not a hero.  He doesn’t do anything 
extraordinary.  He just knew that if he really loved God, he had to stop and help the man in the road.  “God put 
you in my way. I have no choice.”  And seeing love as an obligation I owe to God and to my neighbor makes it 
simpler for me.  As long as the opportunity to love my neighbor is just an option, I will always talk myself out of it.  
“Does God want me to do that or something else, is this the best use of my time, maybe this is God’s job for 
somebody else, maybe God will supernaturally get involved and I’ll just be in the way…” you know, the paralysis of 
analysis; verses seeing every opportunity to love as an obligation I must take advantage of and let God sort out the 
details.  Now that doesn’t mean we’re stupid or compulsive about caring for our neighbor. It’s about what our 
neighbor needs, not what we need. When a guy at his church fell off a ladder and broke both arms, a good friend 
of mine saw a practical opportunity to love his neighbor and suggested to his community group that they go to 
Ed’s house and mow his lawn for him since he wouldn’t be able to do it for some time.  They agreed and when 
they show up at Ed’s house, the garage door is already open and so my buddy puts gas in Ed’s mower and fires it 
up, producing a thick cloud of white smoke.  My friend figured the mower hadn’t been run for awhile and they 
take it out into the yard and set it to mow really close so that the lawn won’t need to be mowed again for awhile.  
By the time he’s done mowing, my friend says there was no green left on the law, just yellow because he had 
mowed it so close - like a putting green. About this time, they notice a man looking over the fence with this 
horrified look on his face.  My friend asks him if he’s looking for Ed and he says, “Who’s Ed?”   Then he says he 
just spent $500 getting the lawn to green again.  And then he asks what kind of gas they put in the mower.  
When my friend tells him, he says, “That wasn’t gas for the mower; that was gas for the chain saw.”  My friend 
realizes they have the wrong house and he just ruined this guy’s lawn and mower. Then the guy says, “Who are 



you guys?” And my friend and his buddies couldn’t think of anything else to do but just to run.   We need to 
make sure we’re actually serving our neighbor and not serving ourselves or acting out of guilt.  However, when I 
view loving my neighbor as an obligation and the right thing to do in any situation, it makes it a lot easier for me to 
recognize and to take those opportunities when they come.  That doesn’t mean that every opportunity works out 
the way we expect or hope.  The guy beside the road might have been drunk or taking a nap.  The important 
thing however is that the Samaritan acted out of conscience toward God. 

 
Now if loving my neighbor as myself means saying yes to every opportunity to love my neighbor, it seems like an 
obligation that could wear me out pretty quickly.  That’s why the third lesson about loving our neighbor is so 
important.  Love is obedience.  God commanded us to love our neighbor so we need to ask why obey God?  
We don’t obey to be saved or to earn eternal life; we obey because we are saved. In John 14:23, Jesus says, "If 
anyone loves Me, he will keep My word; and My Father will love him, and We will come to him and make Our 
abode with him.”  When I obey Jesus out of love for Him I experience more of God. The more like Jesus I become 
and the more I do what Jesus would do, the more of His joy and His love I experience because He lives in me.  I 
find I’m just a whole lot happier when I say yes to the opportunities to love my neighbor – even though they’re 
usually inconvenient - than when I don’t.  
 
This passage began with a question.  “Who is my neighbor?”  It ends with a command. “Go and do likewise.”  
Let’s pray and ask God to direct us this week in how we are to go and do likewise – and when to say, “God put you 
in my way.  I have no choice.” 
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