A Teacher Like No Other #7

“What Love Looks Like”

Luke 10:25-37
One day a little boy was drawing for his teacher. “What are you drawing?” asked the teacher. 

“I’m drawing God,” came the reply. 

“You can’t do that,” the teacher said, “No one knows what God looks like.” 

“They will when I am through,” the boy said confidently.
 
Oh, if it were that easy, right? The Christian life is filled with concepts that seem to defy simple explanation—and not just big terms like justification, sanctification, or superlapsarianism. (Don’t ask me what that last word means…it took me four years of Bible college to know how to say it!) Even some of the basic terms, like “faith” or “hope” or “love” are well known, but what do they look like?

In the case of “love,” Jesus answered that question during His life on earth. One of His favorite methods of teaching was through parables—simple stories from everyday life that explained deep, profound truth. In the parable of the Good Samaritan, Jesus paints us a picture of what love looks like in real life.

The ingredients that make up the familiar story of the Good Samaritan are found on the pages of daily newspapers. In this story, Jesus talked about violence—and we certainly have plenty of that today. He talked about crime, racial discrimination, hatred, neglect and unconcern, but we also see love and mercy.

The Primary Principle of Love

The incident unfolds in Luke 10:25, “On one occasion an expert in the law stood up to test Jesus.” Before we get to the lawyer’s question, notice a couple of items. Luke tells us that the lawyer “stood up,” indicating that the people had been seated, listening as Jesus taught.
 Second, the lawyer “put Jesus to the test.” In other words, he asked his question not in the search for information, but to see what kind of answer Jesus would produce. This was an often-debated question among the rabbis and scribes, but there was definitely an ulterior motive on the mind of the lawyer here. He hoped to trap our Lord yet, as we will see, in the end Jesus trapped the lawyer!

The question the lawyer asked is seen in the rest of verse 25: “Teacher,” he asked, “what must I do to inherit eternal life?” This is another way of asking, “What must I do to be saved?” Wow, wouldn’t we love to be stopped and asked that question! That would take all the awkwardness out of witnessing, wouldn’t it?

Yet Jesus did not launch into a packaged answer of three alliterated points or four spiritual laws. He turned the question back onto the questioner: “What is written in the Law?” he replied. “How do you read it?” Jesus allowed this “expert” to show off his expertise. How did Jesus know this was an “expert in the law”? Perhaps He had noticed something the man was wearing. In those days the scribes wore little leather pouches on their forehead or wrists into which they placed selected statements from the Law. These pouches were called “phylacteries.” Jesus may have seen the man’s phylacteries and realized that he had within them the very answer for which he was searching.

At any rate, the lawyer answered rather quickly, “‘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, ‘Love your neighbor as yourself.’﻿” He nailed it! He could not have given a better answer…to his own question! (Jesus could be sneaky like that when He wanted to be!)

Jesus replied, “You have answered correctly. Do this and you will live.” I can picture Jesus patting the man on the head like a teacher would a schoolboy who gave a right answer. 

Now some Christians get all hot and bothered by Jesus’ words. Does this mean that we can earn our salvation by loving God and loving others? No, as Leon Morris points out,

Some see in this a formal commendation of the way of works. If you want a way of salvation by doing, this is it (with the implication that you won’t be able to do it). It is perhaps more likely that it is a repudiation of works. It is not what we do, considered as a meritorious work, that matters, but our attitude. If we really love God in the way of which Jesus speaks, then we rely on him, not ourselves. This kind of love is our response to God’s love for us, not the cause of his acceptance of us. Jesus is not commending a new system of legalism somewhat different from the old one, but pointing to the end of all legalism. The lawyer wanted a rule or a set of rules that he could keep and so merit eternal life. Jesus is telling him that eternal life is not a matter of keeping rules at all. To live in love is to live the life of the kingdom of God.

The answer was staring the lawyer in the face, right there in the Law of which he was supposed to be an expert. But it was too simple, too direct. Not only that, the lawyer quickly realized that Jesus had turned the tables on him. He wanted to make this popular teacher look bad; now he was the one with egg on his face. This is why Luke includes the phrase, “But he wanted to justify himself…”
So he resorted to courtroom tactics. Being a good attorney, he picked at terms. He understood the sentence, but there was that nagging word “neighbor”—“Who, pray tell, is one’s neighbor? Is it just the fella next door? Or two doors away? Or down around the corner? What if his skin is a different color than mine? What if she speaks a different language? Does she qualify as my neighbor? You see, Jesus, that’s a pretty vague word.”

Once again, Jesus does not answer the question directly. In this case, He tells a story—a parable—and through that He paints a picture of what love looks like.

The Pious Pretending of Love

The story begins on the road from Jerusalem to Jericho, which runs down a steep descent through desolate country. The distance is about 17 miles and the road descends more than 3,000 feet. It is the kind of wild country in which robbers could hide and attack and then disappear just as quickly.

Down this road comes a nameless guy traveling alone. Let’s call him Vic—as in “Victim,” which is what anyone traveling alone on this road was sure to become. As one might expect, Vic was attacked, beaten, robbed, and left for dead. Jesus described his condition as “half dead,” meaning that he was unable to help himself, but not beyond hope if someone were to help him.

Before long a priest comes down the road. Surely a “man of the cloth” would help Vic! But Jesus tells us that he passed by “on the other side” of the road. He didn’t want to even get close! Perhaps he was concerned that the man might already be dead, and any contact with a dead body would make him ceremonially unclean for seven days.
 In our terminology, he was afraid of what people might think if he were seen with such a man. He valued his reputation more than the other man. And he left Vic on the side of the road.

Next came a Levite—an assistant at the Temple. Maybe he had the same concerns as the priest concerning ceremonial purity. Or maybe he thought Vic was just a trap, and that whenever someone went to check on him, the robbers would jump out and attack him, too. Why take a chance? “Anyway,” he may have reasoned, “it’s not my fault that the man was attacked. He shouldn’t have been coming down the road alone…it’s just not safe.”
 (Of course, he was walking the same road by himself, but that’s beside the point!) 

What we have here are two examples of the pious pretending of love. These were religious leaders who had their orthodoxy just right—this would be an elder and a deacon of a church in today’s terms!—but something was wrong with their orthopraxy. In other words, they weren’t practicing what they preached!

Now we might think to ourselves, “That would never happen in modern times.” Don’t be so sure. John Stott records the following true account:

A frightening example happened in New York on 13 March 1964. A decent, pretty young woman of 28 called Kitty Genovese was returning home from her job as manager of a bar. It was 3:20 a.m. She had parked her car and was walking the remaining few yards to her apartment, when she was attacked by a man and stabbed. She screamed for help. Several lights went on in the apartment block, and somebody shouted from an upper window, ‘Let that girl alone.’ The assailant looked up, shrugged his shoulders and walked off. But as the lights went out again and nobody came to her rescue, he returned and stabbed her a second time. At her renewed screams more lights went on, windows were opened and heads looked out. So the man got into his car and drove away. But again, as nobody came to help her, he returned to stab her for the third time and kill her. Not until 3:50 a.m. did the police receive their first telephone call. By then she was dead.
When the police questioned local residents, they found that at least thirty-eight respectable, middle-class, law-abiding citizens had heard this woman’s screams and had watched her being stabbed, but not one had done anything about it. She had even recognized one witness and called to him by name, but he did not reply. Why, the police asked, had these folk not come to her aid? Some confessed that they did not know. A housewife said she ‘thought it was a lovers’ quarrel’. A man explained without emotion, ‘I was tired. I went back to bed.’ But ‘the word we kept hearing from the witnesses’, said Police Lieutenant Bernard Jacobs, ‘was “involved”. People told us they just didn’t want to get involved.’


I wonder how many of those thirty-eight witnesses were good church people—even elders or deacons of their church? This pious pretending of love is very tempting, but something we must avoid.

The Practical Portrait of Love

Jesus then turns to the practical portrait of love with the introduction of the Good Samaritan. Before we get to what he did, let’s try to comprehend the impact of Jesus choosing such a person to be the hero. You see, to ancient Jews, there was no such thing as a “good Samaritan” (unless it was a dead Samaritan, I suppose). The audience would have expected a priest and a Levite to be followed by an Israelite layman. They would almost certainly now be anticipating an anti-clerical twist to the story. Jesus’ introduction of the Samaritan was shocking, to say the least. In view of the traditional bitterness between the two cultures, a Samaritan was the last person who might have been expected to help.
 It would be like telling the story today and the hero was a Muslim. Could you imagine?

We should not make the mistake some have made of reading significance into every detail of the story. The Samaritan provided first aid on the scene, then transported him to an inn where he would complete his recovery. But his actions do demonstrate three attributes of love that we can learn for our own lives.

First we see sympathetic love. Verse 33 says that before he did anything,“he took pity on him.” The Greek term translated “took pity” (esplanchnisthē) implies a deep feeling of sympathy, not merely a passing tug on the heartstrings.
 Love is more than a feeling, though it usually begins as an emotion. In order to pass the test of true love, however, it must move beyond sympathy onto the next step.

Second we see serving love. The Samaritan stopped (giving his time) and cared for the man’s needs (without regard to possible infection or attack). There was no crowd of people around, no accolades to be won. As one author writes, “Neighborliness is getting to the unpleasant and helpless and ministering to them without even a thought of reward or thanks or appreciation.”

This shows the practical side of love. There is nothing theoretical or abstract about love. John writes in 1 John 3:18, “Dear children, let us not love with words or tongue but with actions and in truth.” Or, in the words of a more contemporary song, “Love Is a Verb.” It is something we do, not merely something we feel.

James makes this painfully clear in James 2:14-16. I like how J. B. Phillips renders this passage:

Now what use is it, my brothers, for a man to say he “has faith” if his actions do not correspond with it? Could that sort of faith save anyone’s soul? If a fellow man or woman has no clothes to wear and nothing to eat, and one of you says, “Good luck to you, I hope you’ll keep warm and find enough to eat,” and yet gives them nothing to meet their physical needs, what on earth is the good of that? 

Like our Lord, who did not come to be served but to serve, we must serve in love.

Third, the Samaritan displayed sacrificial love. He probably used pieces of his own clothing to make the bandages; he used his own wine as a disinfectant and his own oil as a soothing lotion. He put the man on his own donkey and paid the innkeeper out of his own pocket, with a promise to pay more if needed. The amount given in that period would have paid for about two months’ board.
 (Add that up in your head!)
There is always a price to pay when we live by compassion. Dr. J. H. Jowett has said, “Ministry that costs nothing accomplishes nothing.” Love is costly. It was costly for Christ and it will be costly for us.
 Returning to 1 John 3, let’s read verses 16-17,

This is how we know what love is: Jesus Christ laid down his life for us. And we ought to lay down our lives for our brothers. If anyone has material possessions and sees his brother in need but has no pity on him, how can the love of God be in him?
The ultimate test of love is sacrifice. What are we willing to sacrifice for someone else? Oh, we would be willing to lay down our lives for members of our family or church family, our close friends or perhaps those who live next door. But is this what Jesus is talking about in this parable?

In concluding His story, Jesus asked the crucial question: “Which of these three do you think proved to be a neighbor to the man who fell into the robbers’ hands?”

Wait a minute. That’s a different question from the one that led into the story of the Good Samaritan. The original question was “Who is my neighbor?” Jesus shifted the emphasis so that the question worth considering at the end of the story is not “Which person qualifies as my neighbor?” but “What kind of neighbor am I?” You see, that question points the finger in the other direction—in the lawyer’s direction, in your direction, in my direction.

To use today’s terms, the question is not, “Is my neighbor really lost and therefore needy?” but rather, “Is my neighbor’s neighbor—namely, me—really saved and therefore compassionate?”

You see, though there are almost no Samaritans left in the world today, there are many people we may be tempted to despise and reject. I am thinking of people of another race, color, or culture; homosexuals, alcoholics, or drug addicts; or people of other faiths, such as Muslims. Jesus parable challenges us to overcome all such prejudices. I am not suggesting that we compromise our Christian beliefs and morals, but rather that we do not allow these to impede our active love for our neighbor.

Furthermore, Jesus did not simply define “neighbor” as “friend,” our group or someone who treats us nicely. He told us to “love your enemies.” We are to love the man who does something mean and nasty to us, the man who deliberately sabotages us. He is speaking here about any man we meet anywhere in the world. God allows no relativism in any of this, none whatsoever.
 Jesus used his question as an opportunity to teach an important truth, namely, you cannot separate your relationship with God from your relationship with your fellowman.

It doesn’t matter how orthodox our beliefs are if our behavior does not reflect the truth of those beliefs. As the old saying goes, “Others will not care how much we know until they know how much we care.”
 And that requires action.

Jesus told the lawyer, “Go and do likewise.” Literally that means, “Go and keep on doing it likewise.”
 He got a lot more than the answer to his question. He learned that his neighbor was the man in the ditch, that neighborliness costs and hurts, and that some people who are held in high esteem in the religious world know little or nothing about the practicalities of neighborliness, while some despised people are experts. But more than anything else he was told to, “Go and do something.” Once he had been shown what neighborliness is and once his neighbor had been clearly iden​tified all that remained for him to do was to stop asking smart questions and start doing some smart acts of love.

To borrow the words of Jesus in John 13:17, “Now that you know these things, you will be blessed if you do them.”
Let’s go do it!
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