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You Can Do It

Text:  Luke 10:25–37 

A few months ago, I referenced the movie, Hacksaw Ridge. The film focuses 
on the World War II experiences of Desmond Doss, an American pacifist 
combat medic who, as a Seventh-day Adventist Christian, refused to carry 
or use a weapon or firearm of any kind. He went through a lot of abuse, 
both physical and mental, for standing up for what he believed. He 
requested to be trained as a medic, and the Army finally agreed. In the 
Battle of Okinawa Doss distinguished himself as courageous on the 
battlefield. Doss became the first conscientious objector to be awarded the 
Medal of Honor, for service above and beyond the call of duty. During the 
Battle of Okinawa, he singlehandedly saved over 70 men who were 
wounded, by carrying them to the edge of a cliff and lowering them down, 
even though there were many of the Japanese army entrenched all around. 
He was wounded but still would not leave the field until everyone still 
alive was carried out. 

One of the most amazing parts of the story is a scene where Doss came 
upon a wounded Japanese soldier and stops to bandage his wounds. In the 
movie, Doss carries the soldier out of harm's way and lowers him down the 
cliff as well. In reality, Doss was prevented from helping the soldier down 
the cliff by the soldier, who was likely afraid to be a prisoner of war. When 
asked why he would save the life of an enemy, Doss replied that every life 
was precious to God, and that included the enemy. I believe his reply 
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reveals the heart of one who has been transformed by the power of God’s 
word and the indwelling presence of the Holy Spirit.

As I read and prayed over our Gospel reading this morning from Luke 
10:25–37, I thought of Desmond Doss and the similarity between him and 
the Samaritan in our story. Let’s read Luke 10:25–28, 

And behold, a lawyer stood up to put him to the test, saying, “Teacher, 
what shall I do to inherit eternal life?” 26 He said to him, “What is 
written in the Law? How do you read it?” 27 And he answered, “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.” 
28 And he said to him, “You have answered correctly; do this, and you will 
live.”

One of the most important questions that everyone wrestles with is the 
meaning of life. Why am I here and what should my primary focus be? 
When you enter college as a freshman you will likely take a required class 
on the story of Western Civilization. I went to a Christian college and our 
required course was entitled, Foundations of Modern Culture, but it too 
sought to answer this most basic question, “Is there a god, and if there is, 
what is expected of me?” We studied and discussed what the great minds 
in history believed about the purpose of life. We all ask that basic question 
because we innately know that there is something else greater than we are. 
Most of us here this morning have gone to church all our lives but that 
doesn’t make us a Christian, any more than standing in a garage makes 
you a car. Often church becomes a habit or a social network instead of a 
place of authentic worship. Many people engage in a search for truth 
because they have discovered that power and possessions don’t fulfill the 
desire in our hearts for something that has real meaning. 
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In our passage this morning a lawyer, in this case an expert in Jewish 
Mosaic and rabbinical law, stands up to test Jesus. The word used for test 
or tempt does not mean that the question is from evil motives but could 
just as easily come from a person seeking the truth. Many commentators 
believe that he was questioning Jesus hoping to trap him by what he said. 

In this passage, the lawyer is likely a theist and believed that God exists 
and that he is accountable to him. Therefore, his question is particularly 
focused: “Teacher what must I do to inherit eternal life?” If God exists then 
our goal would be related to his purpose for us. The concept of inheriting 
was to be very common in the New Testament where the promise of 
inheriting the Kingdom of God is spoken of in all the gospels and the 
Epistles (Matthew 19:29; Mark 10:17; Titus 3:7; 1 Peter 3:7). In the Old 
Testament it could refer to inheriting land (Genesis 28:4; Deuteronomy 1:8; 
2:12; 41). However, mention is made of an eternal inheritance in Daniel 
12:2, 

And many of those who sleep in the dust of the earth shall awake, some to 
everlasting life, and some to shame and everlasting contempt. 

The lawyer seems to be focused on this last possibility. He likely assumes 
that he must do something to gain eternal life. In essence, the question is an 
attempt to be sure that he will be one who will participate in the 
resurrection of the dead. 

Rather than answering the question, Jesus, who knows the intent of the 
question, tests the lawyer to see if he understood the law and its demands. 
If he did then he should know that works are not the issue. The lawyer 
answers correctly quoting Deuteronomy 6:5, a scripture referred to as the 
Greatest Commandment. It could just as easily be referred to as “the Law 
of Love”. The reply shows that the issue is not action per se, but the 
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condition of the heart. Everything else flows out from the relationship we 
have with God and others. It’s a relationship of trust and devotion, a truth 
that stems from the heart of Jesus’ reply to him. Jesus’ answer is not 
pointing to works righteousness but is saying to the lawyer, “Do this and 
you will live.” He wants him to understand that it’s the relationship with 
God that gives life and is the motivation for obedience.

When they were little, Teresa and I taught our children the “Westminster of 
Faith Shorter Catechism” and the first question is: “What is the chief end of 
man? Answer: “To love God and enjoy him forever.” The result of our love 
for God is that we will have concern and regard for all those made in God’s 
image. Why, because that’s God's heart and if we love him, it’s ours too. 
The New Testament has many verses showing our relationship to God as 
the catalyst for how we respond to others (Matthew 5:43; 19:19; John 13:34–
35; 15:8–12; Galatians 5:14; Colossians 1:3–5; 1 Thessalonians 1:1; Philemon 
6; James 2:8; 1 Peter 2:17; 1 John 4:11). To embrace the law of God means to 
love God and to live by the power of the Holy Spirit. By this relationship 
and power, we have the means to love God and live in righteousness.

The lawyer is confused, even though his answer is correct, because he still 
thinks that eternal life is earned rather than received in the context of a love 
relationship with God. It is also important to set this discussion in its 
context. Jesus has just said that to know the Father one must know the Son 
(Luke 10:21–24). So, to love the Father will also mean to love Jesus. If Jesus 
brings the kingdom message, then he must be heeded as well. This is why 1 
Corinthians 2:8–10 describes believers in Christ as those who love God. 
None of the rulers of this age understood this, for if they had, they would 
not have crucified the Lord of glory. 

9 But, as it is written, “What no eye has seen, nor ear heard, nor the heart 
of man imagined,  



what God has prepared for those who love him”— 10 these things God has 
revealed to us through the Spirit. For the Spirit searches everything, even 
the depths of God.

But the lawyer's focus is on the second part of the reply about one's 
neighbor. He is still used to being bound by the law, but Jesus is seeking to 
set him free to live a new life in relationship to God through Christ. Does 
the lawyer want to know exactly where his responsibility falls? Does it 
have limits? 

Luke is clear that the lawyer has not understood the thrust of Jesus' reply, 
for he notes that the lawyer is seeking to justify himself by his next 
question. The question “Who is my neighbor?” is really an attempt to limit 
who his neighbor might be. In ancient culture, as today, such limits might 
have run along ethnic lines. There was a category of those who were 
definitely not a neighbor but an enemy or pagan and the lawyer is seeking 
Jesus' endorsement of that concept. In contemporary terms, any one of 
various forms of  prejudice may underlie the lawyers’ question: there are 
neighbors, "my people," and then there are the rest, "not my people." 
Throughout the Book of Exodus God speaks to Pharaoh through Moses 
and refers to Israel as “My people” 23 times. Moses informed Pharaoh that 
God’s command to him was “Let My people go!”. The Israelites lived with 
this understanding of who they were, but didn’t seem to be able to 
remember that they were to be a blessing to all nations. This colored how 
the lawyer viewed the question, “Who is my neighbor?”

Jesus' reply not only challenges this understanding but brings a shocking 
surprise: each of us is to be a neighbor and realize that neighbors can come 
from surprising places. Jesus' words reflect Leviticus 19:33–34,



When a stranger sojourns with you in your land, you shall not do him 
wrong. 34 You shall treat the stranger who sojourns with you as the native 
among you, and you shall love him as yourself, for you were strangers in 
the land of Egypt: I am the Lord your God.  

God made it so clear what it was that he wanted from his children and 
Hosea 6:6 reflects this, “For I desire steadfast love and not sacrifice, the 
knowledge of God rather than burnt offerings.”

As we turn to the answer that Jesus gave the lawyer as to who his neighbor 
was, we have to consider that the impact of what Jesus was saying is 
virtually lost on us today. After centuries of teaching the lesson of this 
parable, our understanding of a Samaritan as a positive figure is almost a 
cultural given. However, in the day of the original setting, to a Jewish 
scribe a Samaritan would have been the exact opposite, a despised enemy 
and traitor and the feelings of the Samaritans towards Israel was the same. 
There is an important contentious element to remember as we proceed 
through this parable. The hero is a bad guy and culturally he is the last 
person the lawyer would expect to be hailed as an example of a good 
neighbor. In fact, the parable turns the whole question around. The lawyer 
asks who his neighbor, in the hope that Israel’s enemies would be 
excluded. Jesus, in essence, replies, "Just be a neighbor whenever there is a 
need, and realize that neighbors can come from surprising places."

The story builds on a common situation that everyone who lived in the 
area would be familiar with. It was a seventeen-mile journey on the 
Jericho-to-Jerusalem road. It wasn’t advisable to travel alone because this 
rocky thoroughfare was lined with caves that made good hideouts for 
robbers and bandits. The road was notoriously dangerous, possibly the 
ancient equivalent to Chicago late at night. The Jewish historian Josephus 



notes how some took weapons to protect themselves as they traveled this 
road and others like it (Jewish Wars 2.8.4 125).

In Jesus' story, a man, presumably an Israelite, is overcome by a band of 
robbers and left on the road to die. As he lies there, his life passes before 
him. Then a priest comes down the road. The expectation culturally would 
be relief: "Surely help is on the way now." Luke's statement that the priest 
appeared "by chance" suggests a note of hope, that fortune has smiled on 
the wounded man. The NIV renders this “A priest happened to be going 
down the same road”,  but the priest does not stop, instead he crosses to the 
other side and keeps going. The detail about crossing the road is no 
accident. It is a brilliant use of literary space: the priest gets as far away as 
possible from the wounded man as he passes by.

A Levite, another potential source of aid, arrives on the scene. As one who 
served in the temple, he will surely have compassion, stop and render aid. 
But when he sees the man, he also crosses to the other side of the road and 
keeps on moving. So, two men of similar Jewish background have failed to 
render aid to one who is likely a Jew. They have failed to be neighbors. 
Jesus’ telling of the story helps the listener to understand that the reaction 
of the priest and the Levite was intentional. They didn’t want to be 
involved or inconvenienced and it wasn’t because the injured man was a 
foreigner.

Some commentators speculate as to why they refuse to help. Do they fear 
being jumped themselves? Do they fear being rendered unclean? Jesus 
doesn’t give a reason because he wants to illustrate what it meant to be a 
good neighbor. As is often the case, the bother and discomfort of helping 
have increased the probability that the man was going to die on the road. 
Getting involved could be costly, and for many the investment is too high, 
but to refuse to help is a moral failure.



But now another traveler comes on the scene. In Greek, the text highlights 
this man's arrival by placing his ethnic identity, a Samaritan, at the front of 
the description. The Samaritans had been Israel’s enemy for a long time 
and the suspicion and mistrust ran very deep. We don’t have time to 
discuss the various reasons for this but suffice it to say that the scribe 
hearing Jesus tell the story must be thinking, "There will be no help from 
this half-breed." But as often happens in Jesus' parables, a twist on cultural 
expectations yields this story's major point: the despised schismatic enemy 
of Israel, will be the model of neighborliness. Maybe even "enemies" can 
love God and be examples.

Jesus gives details to as to how far the Samaritan was willing to go. Jesus 
used contrast to describe the activity of the two Jewish leaders, and then 
details all the Samaritan does to save the man—six actions in all. He comes 
up to the man, pours wine in his wound for cleansing, binds his wounds, 
anoints him with oil to comfort him, loads him on his mule, takes him to an 
inn and cares for him, even paying for his whole stay. In fact, given the 
amount the Samaritan leaves with the innkeeper, the injured man probably 
has about three and a half weeks to recover if he needs it, since the going 
inn rate was one-twelfth of a denarius and two denarii was two days' 
wages.

Jesus' question to close the story doesn’t require a brilliant reply: "Which of 
these three, do you think was a neighbor to the man who fell into the 
hands of robbers?" The lawyer is trapped, and he knows it, but he cannot 
even bring himself to mention the man's race. The lawyer is likely was 
revulsed at the idea that his neighbors including Samaritans, and like most 
of Israel does not understand the call of God given to them since Abraham. 
Nevertheless, he answers, "The one who had mercy on him." What else 



could he say? He knows this reply is correct and there is no way around it, 
so Jesus simply says, "You, go and do likewise." 

Jesus' point is, Simply be a neighbor. Do not rule out certain people as 
neighbors because they, like you are created in the image of God. Jesus’ 
parable makes his point emphatically by choosing a nation of people that 
the lawyer would never consider including as possible neighbors. Now he 
had a serious decision to make. He had given Jesus the correct answer as to 
the greatest commandment and most likely would have said that he 
carefully obeyed the commandments. Jesus teaches him what it means to 
love God with all your heart, soul, mind and strength. It includes loving 
your neighbor whomever he/she might be and no matter how 
reprehensible you may find them. To disobey that command is to not love 
the Lord completely. The model we have is seen through the lens of the 
cross, where Jesus laid down his life, not just for the nation of Israel but for 
the world.

To love God means to show mercy to those in need. An authentic life is 
found in serving God and caring for others. This is a central tenet of 
discipleship. Here human beings fulfill their created role—to love God and 
be a neighbor to others by meeting their needs. Neighbors are not 
determined by race, creed or gender; neighbors consist of anyone in need, 
because they bear God’s, however badly marred they may be. 

In our Old Testament passage from Deuteronomy 30:9–14, Moses taught 
the children of Israel that God would bless them in every way if they 
would obey the voice of God by keeping his commandments and statutes 
written in the Book of the Law. In verses 11–14 Moses, who knows the 
hardness of Israel’s heart at times, answers what he knows will be their 
defense and objection to strict obedience to the Law. Let’s read again, 
Deuteronomy 30: 11–14, 
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For this commandment that I command you today is not too hard for you, 
neither is it far off. 12 It is not in heaven, that you should say, ‘Who will 
ascend to heaven for us and bring it to us, that we may hear it and do it?’ 
13 Neither is it beyond the sea, that you should say, ‘Who will go over the 
sea for us and bring it to us, that we may hear it and do it?’ 14 But the 
word is very near you. It is in your mouth and in your heart, so that you 
can do it.

What was true for Israel thousands of years ago is true for us today. This is 
one of the clearest expressions of the continuity between the covenant with 
Moses and the New Covenant with Christ. Moses maintained the law 
revealed through him and the righteousness it required were accessible to 
and attainable by the Israelites. He insisted that righteous was found in 
their (mouth) confession and in their hearts. How, because God had placed 
it there. They knew right from wrong because had instilled it in their 
hearts. The sacrificial system was put in place because God knew they 
would never be able to keep the law perfectly. Paul later referred to this 
passage in much the same way, identifying the preaching of the Gospel 
with Moses offer of the covenant.  Romans 6:10–11, 

But the righteousness based on faith says, “Do not say in your heart, ‘Who 
will ascend into heaven?’” (that is, to bring Christ down) 7 “or ‘Who 
will descend into the abyss?’” (that is, to bring Christ up from the 
dead). 8 But what does it say? “The word is near you, in your mouth and 
in your heart” (that is, the word of faith that we proclaim); 9 because, 
if you confess with your mouth that Jesus is Lord and believe in your heart 
that God raised him from the dead, you will be saved. 10 For with the heart 
one believes and is justified, and with the mouth one confesses and is 
saved. 11 For the Scripture says, “Everyone who believes in him will not 
be put to shame.



The requirements of the New Covenant in Christ are not difficult either. 
One simply needs to profess faith with their mouth and believe in their 
heart. The death of Jesus has fully and permanently atoned for the sins of 
all who have trusted in Him by faith and repentance of sin.

For the lawyer who encountered Jesus and all who have heard his word, 
the decision is whether or not you will follow and obey the commands of 
God. If you will, then you will receive the gift of God, eternal life and 
entrance into the covenant relationship sealed with the indwelling presence 
of the Holy Spirit. 

The question before us this morning is the same one that was put to the 
lawyer as he stood before Jesus. What must you do to inherit eternal life? 
Simply this: Love the Lord your God will all your heart, soul, mind and 
strength and love your neighbor as yourself (no matter who he/she is) It’s 
as simple as that—will you do it? 

Let’s pray.
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