Pre:

We concluded our series on the Ten Commandments last week, but I’m going to stay with the general theme of how our faith informs our lifestyle. The message of the Ten Commandments is that people who are on a journey with God will find their lives transformed by the grace and mercy of God, and they will find themselves living in a new way. 


Our Bible passage for today, from the Gospel of Luke, contains a summary of the Ten Commandments. That summary is often called the greatest commandment or the great commandment. There’s a lot of detail in this passage, but I’m not going for the details today. Today I want you to sort of take an aerial view of the passage. See the main point and see the two stories that illustrate the main point. And contemplate what this means for you. 
Love God, Love Your Neighbor

Luke 10:25-42


Did you hear the Great Commandment in that passage? What is it?


Love God, love your neighbor.


Isn’t it nice how that simple statement really sums up all ten of the commandments? The first four commandments are about loving God; the rest are about loving people.  If you truly love God and love your neighbor, you will keep the Ten Commandments. And your life will reflect the grace and mercy and peace of God. 


But I think you have to ask a couple of questions to make sure you get the message right. Like the lawyer who tested Jesus, you need to ask, “But who is my neighbor?” And like Martha, who was testy with Jesus, you need to ask, “Don’t you care that my sister has left me to do all the work by myself?”

Generally we look at the story about the Good Samaritan and the story about Mary and Martha as separate stories. But today, I want to challenge you to see them together, as I believe Luke intended. Luke has carefully organized his material and if we zoom out at look at this larger piece of scripture all together, we will see what he is trying to do. 


The lawyer, in his questioning of Jesus, has provided the main point of this passage. This is the summary of the law, the Great Commandment: love God, love your neighbor. Do this and you will live, Jesus says! Then Jesus tells the parable of the Good Samaritan, which illustrates the second half of the commandment: the love your neighbor part. And then Luke the gospel writer immediately follows that with the story of Mary and Martha, which illustrates the first half of the commandment: the love God part. 


So, if you want to love God, do what Mary did.


If you want to love your neighbor, do what the Good Samaritan did. 


Simple enough. But what did they do?

Traditionally, the Good Samaritan is seen as a person of compassion, certainly greater compassion than the priest or the Levite.  Someone who will take the time to help a person in need. And you get the idea that if you see someone in need, you probably ought to stop and help. 

And the story about Mary and Martha is often seen simply as a sisterly spat, with Jesus siding with Mary, but leaving you to wonder who in the world is going to do the chores if everybody does what Mary did. Still, you step away from this story saying, I guess I really need to spend more time in prayer and Bible reading.

Helping people and spending time in prayer and Bible reading are good ideas. But they miss the point of this passage! 


Here’s what I think Luke wants us to notice: both the Samaritan and Mary are acting like crazy people. Mary is acting like she was a man. The Samaritan is risking his life for someone who hates his guts. 

Let’s start with Mary. Many of you have heard me talk about Mary and Martha before, and you know that there is more here than meets the eye. This is not merely a story about sisters having as debate about whose turn it is to do the dishes. This is about following Jesus and it asks the question: Who can be a disciple? 


I read a story about a little girl who was talking to her mom about what she might be when she grew up. Her mom said, “you know you can be a lawyer, a surgeon, a banker, President of the United States, you can be anything.” 


“Anything, anything at all?” the little girl said.


“Yes,” her mom said.


“All right,” she said. “I’ll be a horse.” 


Mary might as well have said to Martha, “I think I’ll be a horse.” Mary’s actions didn’t make sense.
In that time and place there were quite specific cultural boundaries that said what a woman could do and what a man could do, and where they could do it.  Men and women didn’t mix much, even in the privacy of a home. The public areas were for the men, and the kitchen and other private quarters belonged to the women. Mary has crossed a very important cultural boundary line by going and sitting at Jesus feet, among the male disciples. This is potentially scandalous and may lead people to believe that Mary is a loose woman. Plus, she is sitting at Jesus’ feet, which is the place where the rabbi’s students are supposed to sit. One wouldn’t dream of sitting there unless, first of all the rabbi had invited you, and second, if you wanted to learn to be a rabbi yourself! Martha loves Jesus, but she can’t stand this emotional disruption. 

But if your intention is to love God (with all your heart, and with all your soul, and with all your strength, and with all your mind), then you have to pay attention to what God is doing in your life. You have to follow Jesus. And that may well lead to crossing some boundaries that you thought were un-crossable. And it may lead to displeasing some Marthas who want things to stay nice and neat and comfortable. 

Which takes leads us to the Good Samaritan. 


Do you know what it was like between Samaritans and Jews in the first century? Look at the Palestinians and Israelis today and you get an idea. There had been hatred between the Jews and Samaritans for centuries, and both thought they had the right theology, both thought that they were the true inheritors of Abraham’s promises and Abraham’s land. A Jew would not do business with a Samaritan, would not eat with a Samaritan, and would walk the long way around Samaritan territory, because it seemed far safer.  Jesus told this story to a Jewish person, so the lawyer would automatically put himself in the place of the main character—the one who was on his way from Jerusalem to Jericho and was beset by violent thieves (no doubt Samaritans!). And this lawyer, picturing himself beaten up and half dead in the ditch, would watch the priest and the Levite walk by, wanting them to stop, of course, but understanding why they couldn’t. They had work to do in the temple, and if they stopped to help a dying or (God forbid) dead man they would risk becoming unclean and therefore be unable to perform their duties. 


But when the Samaritan came by and dressed his wounds, loaded him on the donkey and took him to the inn, the lawyer would recognize this action for what it was: pure insanity. The best comparison I have every heard is this: imagine in the days of the old west in our country, an Apache bringing an injured white man in to the town saloon and asking people to help save the guy’s life.  Perhaps closer to home, imagine a radical Muslim insurgent bringing a wounded American soldier into a field hospital in Iraq. 

Like the Apache or the insurgent, the Samaritan would be seen as a likely suspect for having beaten and robbed the man, not for helping him. Yet the Samaritan has risked his life for a man who hates his guts. 


And, Jesus said to the lawyer, who proved to be the neighbor to the man lying in the ditch? 

Notice, that the Jewish lawyer can’t even bring himself to say the word Samaritan! He says, “the one who showed him mercy.” 


Go and do likewise, Jesus said. 


So what is going on here? Both Jesus our Savior, and Luke the gospel writer are challenging us to redefine what it means to be a righteous person. The law is not a check-off list of dos and don’ts. It is a challenge to greater faith and greater risk.

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.


Love God (like Mary did) and love your neighbor (like the Samaritan did).


 If you intend to love God, then pay attention to what God is doing in your life. Will you dare to risk your reputation by crossing some emotional and cultural boundary lines in order to follow Jesus? If you intend to love your neighbor, pay attention to God’s love for the world and for the people who are outside of your cultural group. People who may even be your enemies. Will you show God’s mercy at the risk of your own well-being?
6

