Vision Statement Sermon 3 - Intentionally Connecting to our Neighbours

Let’s Pray: Almighty God, and most merciful Father, we humbly submit ourselves before
your majesty, asking you from the bottom of our hearts, that this seed of your Word now
sown among us, may take such deep root, that neither the burning heat of persecution
cause it to wither, nor the thorny cares of this life choke it. But that, as seed sown in good
ground, it may bring forth thirty, sixty, or a hundredfold, as your heavenly wisdom has
appointed. Amen.

This morning, we will conclude our little series with the Vision Statement by looking at how
we intentionally connect with our neighbours for the glory of God. A good place to start
looking at what this means, is where Jesus directly answers the question, “who is my
neighbour?”

Let’s hear Jesus’ answer with open hearts, as good soil for God’s seed of his Word.
Luke 10:25-37

On one occasion an expert in the law stood up to test Jesus. “Teacher,” he asked, “what
must | do to inherit eternal life?”

% “What is written in the Law?” he replied. “How do you read it?”

?”He answered, “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.””

22“You have answered correctly,” Jesus replied. “Do this and you will live.”
2But he wanted to justify himself, so he asked Jesus, “And who is my neighbor?”

%%In reply Jesus said: “A man was going down from Jerusalem to Jericho, when he was
attacked by robbers. They stripped him of his clothes, beat him and went away, leaving him
half dead. 3" A priest happened to be going down the same road, and when he saw the man,
he passed by on the other side. *>So too, a Levite, when he came to the place and saw him,
passed by on the other side. **But a Samaritan, as he traveled, came where the man was;
and when he saw him, he took pity on him. **He went to him and bandaged his wounds,
pouring on oil and wine. Then he put the man on his own donkey, brought him to an inn and
took care of him. ¥ The next day he took out two denarii and gave them to the innkeeper.
‘Look after him,” he said, ‘and when | return, | will reimburse you for any extra expense you
may have.

%6 “Which of these three do you think was a neighbor to the man who fell into the hands of
robbers?”



%"The expert in the law replied, “The one who had mercy on him.”
Jesus told him, “Go and do likewise.”

This is the Word of the Lord.
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As we think about what it means to intentionally connect with our neighbours,
understanding what Jesus thinks it means to be a neighbour is essential. What do we think
about being a good neighbour? | must admit the first thing that comes to my mind is Mr.
Rogers. | did think about putting on the music, maybe getting a cardigan, and coming up
here and changing my shoes and doing the whole thing, but | thought that would be a bit
much...

You might not know this, but Mr. Rogers, is actually Rev. Rogers. He was an ordained
Presbyterian minister, who, | hear, did his daily devotions in the original Greek and Hebrew.
Much of what he did on his TV show can easily be seen as his attempt to love his neighbour,
that s, his little neighbours through the TV. | can imagine, Mr. Rogers had seen the
landscape of children’s programming, which has only gotten worse, and thought, how can |
show love to these people? Won’t you be my neighbour?

That is, Rev. Rogers went out looking for neighbours, he could only do this because of the
gospel. He understood the call that Jesus gave us. He stands as the opposite to what we
see the “expertin the law” doing with Jesus.

Jesus’ parable of the Good Samaritan is prompted by someone with a different kind of
attitude towards who might be his neighbour. We might like to focus on the parable, as itis
a touching and heart-wrenching story, but the parable cannot be understood without the
conversation he had beforehand.

This “expert in the law” was the kind of person who was not only authorized to copy out
Scripture (which was a specialized thing), but to also teach how to understand it. He was
an important person, someone with real learning and authority. We’ll call him the ‘lawyer’
for lack of a better term, even though he was probably something more of a
lawyer/theology professor.
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The lawyer went up to Jesus and tested him with a question. He wasn’t merely asking him
something because he wanted an answer, he was “testing” Jesus, he wanted to catch
Jesus in a kind of trap. He, and the other Jewish leaders around Jesus, were disturbed by his
flagrant disregard for the way they had taught others to follow God’s law. So, he wanted to



trap Jesus with his question, thinking Jesus would disregard God’s law as a means to
“inherit eternal life” because he disregarded the Jewish leader’s reading of the law.

To his surprise, Jesus responds with his own question, directing the conversation to God’
law, in which he was the “expert.” We, from our Christian perspective, might think this an
odd response, after all, isn’t it faith that saves, not the Law? Surely, we cannot inherit
eternal life through the law. But Jesus knew this man’s heart, and he wanted him to answer
with the answer that he would have been trained to give in the Synagogue, love God with all
your heart, and love your neighbour as yourself. This is a common summary of the law,
taken from Deuteronomy 6:5 and Leviticus 19:18. Jesus himself would summarize the law
in this way too in another encounter with a similar person that we see in Matthew and Mark.

You might be surprised in Jesus saying, “do this and you will live,” to the law that is
summarized. We might wonder, | thought it was the gospel that saved us, not keeping the
law. Doesn’t Paul say that “all who rely on the works of the law are under a curse...”
(Gal.6:10). However, what Jesus says is true, whoever keeps the law wholly will be saved in
this, however, nobody is actually able to do this but Jesus himself. The very summary of the
law that this man gave Jesus should show him this, as how can our sinful nature love God
with all our heart?
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When the man asks the question, “and who is my neighbour?” Jesus responds with a
parable to make it clear to him that he has not, in fact, kept the law as he thinks he has. The
story is a very emotional and surprising one, intentionally given by Jesus to offend the
person he is speaking to. We might wonder why Jesus would intentionally offend this
person, but notice what Luke says about why this man asked this question about who his
neighbour was, it is because “he wanted to justify himself.”

When Luke says that the lawyer wanted to “justify himself,” what he wanted was to define
carefully who is neighbour is so that he is not culpable for neglecting someone. He wanted
to find a way that he could fulfill the law himself. The way people like him did this, in his
precise legal mind, was to define as his neighbour anyone who was just like him. Those
who followed God’s law as he understood it, and thus probably didn’t need all that much
from his love.

We modern Christians have often been guilty of doing the same kind of maneuver. We look
at God’s law and define it to mean something very specific that doesn’t really require much
of us, and then pat ourselves on the back for fulfilling it. You might be surprised to hear that
it comes out of a form of legalism. By legalism, | mean any attempt to justify yourself before
God.



For the Lawyer, this meant defining the law in a way that it could be achieved. When he
says love the Lord your God with all your heart, soul, mind, and strength, this was saying
your prayers and sacrifice properly, following the rules as he understood them. For us, it
might mean showing your face here every Sunday, looking snidely at those who go grocery
shopping on the Lord’s Day. We all keep secret lists of what we think following God properly
means. Love of his neighbour was, as we just mentioned, defined as closely as possible to
mean all those who don’t need much help. We might say, God helps those who help
themselves.

Slide 11

The benefit of this kind of legalism is it keeps everything ordered. It gives real rules to follow
in a real life. Many thrive in this structure and seek to develop it. Truly, God is the author of
the law, he gives us his commands, and so they have a great value to them. Jesus means it
when he says, “do this and you will live.”
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Legalism, thinking you can justify yourself through the law, makes someone arrogantin
their achievement of accomplishing their limited interpretation of the laws. In this, it
causes them to miss the very heart of the law to begin with. They hide the worst sin of all,
pride, under “a cloak of piety.”" That is why Jesus tells this story, to help the lawyer, and us,
see the heart of the law by offending our sensibilities, to reveal our pride.

Jesus reveals this man’s pride in telling this parable of a couple Jewish leaders, a priest and
a Levite (men like the lawyer), who happened upon this man beaten half dead. Both of
them look to this decrepit man and leave a wide berth. It is generally understood that they
did this because they feared it was an ambush. This is not an unlikely scenario, where
someone would pretend to be hurt only to be assaulted when their guard is down. In this
sense, they are not loving as much as they love themselves, as they are not willing to take
the risk to help a potentially wounded person.

It’s also possible that they feared he was already dead, and so they would become
ceremonially unclean by touching his body. In this sense, Jesus’ parable would be the same
as his attacks on the Jewish leader’s interpretation of the sabbath in such a way as to avoid
the greater meaning of the law, as in their sabbath regulations that use the sabbath as a
means to avoid helping others rather than as a means to helping others. They sought the

" Michael Horton. The Christian Faith: A Systematic Theology for Pilgrims On the Way. Zondervan, 2011.
P.666.



letter of the law without seeing the spirit of the law. Regardless the reason, they had an
excuse, and itis implied that this is the same kind of excuse this lawyer would have used.
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The Samaritan, who does help the Jewish traveler, is the last person that would be
expected to help. Samaritans and Jews were bitter enemies. To the Jews the Samaritans
were half-breeds, and heretics. They did not worship in the right place. They did not have
the right scriptures. They married gentiles and took on a lot of their religious practices. But
this person, Jesus says, went above and beyond, broke cultural barriers and help the one
who was on his way. He did not ask who his neighbour was to exclude people but was a
neighbour to the one who needed help. Clearly the hero in the story.

We can imagine that at the end of the parable when Jesus asked the lawyer who the real
neighbour was, that the lawyer only begrudgingly responded. He would have liked to tell the
story in another way. There is nothing inherent about the Samaritans that make them more
prone to help than another. He’s not saying there is something inherent in Samaritans that
would make them do this, but to show how the man was making the law small. But that is
not what Jesus is saying, he is looking at the heart this person asking this question, as he is
one who Luke says, “wanted to justify himself.”

In fact, this whole parable could be titled, the parable for the one who wanted to justify
themselves. Look at his initial question, “what must / do to inherit eternal life?” To this
Jesus tells him to look at the Law. He wanted to justify himself, he wanted to know how he
could stand before the almighty judge and be given an innocent verdict because of what he
did.
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We all have an inner disposition to want this, out of a disordered desire for justice. It is our
sinful nature that causes us to look for ways to justify ourselves. Consider, there has never
been a society with no religion. Every primitive society creates means for themselves to
satisfy their guilty conscience. Every modern society tries to find a way to show that they
are truly good in themselves and be justified.

A great book on this is David Zahl’s, “Seculosity: How Career, Parenting, Technology, Food,
Politics, and Romance Became Our New Religion and What to Do About It.” As the long title
states, he looks at the way modern people have filled their religious itch with all kinds of
things as traditional religion has receded. Just because our society has thought that it has
progressed from traditional religion, the need to justify one’s own existence has never left.
Not only the sense of guilt, but also the desire for meaning drive so much of our desires. He
says,
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“if you want to understand what makes someone tick, or why they’re behaving the
way they are, trace the righteousness in play, and things will likely become clear.
Your colleague who can’t stop working? Odds are she equates busyness with
worthiness. Your perpetually single friend who can’t seem to find someone who
measures up to his standards? It could be that he’s looking to another person to
“complete” him—to make him feel like he’s enough.”?

This secular righteousness that Zahl talks about is a no-win religion. If one fails in their
attempt to find meaning or “enoughness” (as he calls it), there is no grace, only anxiety and
depression. If one does meet their own standard they are filled with pride and judgement
on those who don’t match up to them. Grace is absent, only self-justification and failure
are options.

This is just like the lawyer. Those who succeed can look down their nose at all the
unrighteous, and so they themselves are filled with pride. To those who cannot match up,
they are left beaten and half dead on the street. Needless to say, if we want to intentionally
connect with our neighbours, we need another way than the lawyer’s legalism—we need
the gospel.

Jesus doesn’t simply tell this parable to make the lawyer add more people to his list of
neighbours that must be helped if he is to justify himself, he tells this sermon to help him
see the heart of the law. God doesn’t tell us to love our neighbour so that we can check a
box on our eternal life score card, or our “enoughness” sense of self-meaning, but to know
him. To recognize we cannot measure up and so rely on him to do so. To live how he created
us to. To enjoy his creation. To have relationships that are full. To have a heart for the people
in this world that he loves. We can only gain that is we do not earn anything from our good
deeds, legalism is the enemy of relationships.
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Hearing this then should cause us to ask the question, “who is my neighbour?” in a
different way, not in a way to justify ourselves, but in a way to know them. Who is your
neighbour? Who are the people that surround this church? They are people who
desperately need to know the gospel. That are blinded with the lies of Islam, that they must
balance the eternal scales of good works vs. bad deeds themselves. They are those
trapped in the lies of progressivism, that they are enough, that their identity is based on
their feelings about themselves, that morality is whatever we agree upon. They are those

2 David Zahl. Seculosity: How Career, Parenting, Technology, Food, Politics, and Romance Became Our New
Religion and What to Do About It. Fortress Press, 2019, p.xv.



trapped in their own racism, that their identity is about safeguarding this country for those
who look like them.

These are our neighbours, and we are no better! We have simply seen that we need God’s
grace, that in many ways, we are one laying dead in the streets until our Lord bends to us
and picks us up and saves us.

When Jesus asked the lawyer about what the law demands of him, and he responds loving
God and neighbour, what this should drive him to do is kneel at Jesus’ feet begging for
forgiveness because of his inability to love God with his whole heart and his neighbour as
himself. For how could someone ever meet that standard? How would they know if they
did?

We should not then come to the law to seek to justify ourselves as we are, but to see
ourselves and be justified by Jesus. The actions of the Good Samaritan in this parable are
then most clearly seen in what our Lord himself does for us. We are like the man who lay
beaten and dead in our sin. Neither the work of the priests or Levites, that is the Old
Covenant law, can save us, but they leave us in the place where they find us. Instead, the
one who comes to save us is the one who is rejected by the world, and he pays for us to be
made well as leaves us in the inn, the church, and we wait for him to come back again to
save us fully.®

Itis only by accepting what Jesus gives us that we will be able to love our nieghbours as he
calls us to, because if we are constantly seeking to justify ourselves then we’re not actually
loving our neighbours but seeking to score points with God. There’s no real relationship
there, but simply following some kind of orders. It is only through the gospel that we can
intentionally connect with our neighbours.

So, as we seek to have an intentional connection with our neighbours, we do this out of a
general desire to share with them the saving grace that we have received. Not simply to
earn something from God or check a list. Wanting to help those dying in the streets as we
once were. How could we not? Someone who has been saved from death, when they see
someone in the same place are emboldened to help others.

3 This allegory of the parable is very old, and often repeated throughout history. The church father Origen, in
his Homilies on Luke (34.3.9), says that it originates from an ‘elder’, that is, it precedes even him, and he
delivered these sermons c. AD 230-40 when he lived in Palestine. Calvin calls this allegory, “too absurd to
deserve refutation,” but | feel that this is because the way it was proposed to him was as a means to show
how Christ merely heals our will (as we are only ‘half-dead’), and leaves us to follow him afterward, rather
than restoring us fully himself. There is also much built on the work of the church as the ‘inn’ creating a
treasury of merit, which is obviously inappropriate.



We do not save ourselves. We receive salvation. Jesus is not first an example and then a
saviour, he must be first a saviour and then an example. We do not ask from the law how we
can justify ourselves but see our inability. This does not mean that we do not have a
responsibility to look like Jesus when we see those in need. Simply because the law shows
us our inability to do it perfectly, and so our need to be saved, doesn’t mean it stillisn’t the
best way for us to live.

Jesus calls us to open our understanding of who our neighbour is. It is not merely those
who we have reason to speak to, or those like us, but all those who God brings along our
path. Just as | said last time | was here, that those God has put in this church are not here
by accident but placed here intentionally in his providential care, and so we have a duty to
be as intentional in our connection with each other, so too do we have a duty to those we
come across in our lives. We are to be imitators of Christ, going to those oppressed by their
sin and treating them with the medicine of the gospel.

Of the three groups our vision statement looks at, I’ve got to say, that this one is probably
our weakest. | do feel that this church intentionally connects with Christ, and rests on his
word for our life and worship well. Not perfect, but well. | also feel that we are pretty good at
loving each other. When hardship comes, we help each other, when joys come, we
celebrate with each other. Again, not perfect, and there are always those that fall in the
cracks, but we are doing well.

On the other hand, when it comes to reaching out to our neighbours, we have a significantly
greater room to improve. And | don’t say this as someone who has it all figured out. This is
where | need to improve the most too. There are some who are exceptionally good at this,
and | am grateful for you, but as a whole we need to gain God’s heart for the lost.

We need to be praying for different ways that the gospel can break into this neighbourhood.
There are people here who are laying dead in the street in their sin, and need Jesus’
message of salvation. Do we believe this? Have we taken to heart what we were saved
from? Our of our overflow of gratitude for his grace, we are called to reach out to these
people. Let them know they do not need to justify themselves, who are trapped in cycles of
being enough for themselves, but be justified in Christ, who is the only one who can meet
the standard we are all called to. Praise him for his eternal grace. Amen.



