
Sermon for Argyle Road Baptist - July 7, 2019 
 

 “Not Too Far” 
 
Text: Psalm 37:23-31, II Kings 5:1-3 & 9-14 and Luke 10:25-37  
 
 Whenever I read verses in the Bible that tell me what I ought to do and 
how I should live, I get a little anxious. These verses might come from the Old 
Testament, from the parables and teachings of Jesus found in the Gospels or from 
some of Paul’s letters. Some of the commands and the instructions are of course 
difficult to understand because they come out of a different context and a 
different world from the one that I live in. But that not the reason I get a little 
anxious: I get anxious and hesitate because I start to see what it will cost me in 
terms of time and emotional energy if I was to obey the commands I read about. I 
start to be afraid of my involvement and a voice inside me says “I can’t do it, this 
is too hard, this is going too far.”   
  
 The words of Moses in Deuteronomy 30 suggest differently for he says this  
to the people of Israel who were about to enter the Promised land: “Surely this 
commandment I am giving you today is not too hard for you, nor is it too far 
away.”   
 
 I am reminded too of the story from II Kings that was read a little earlier in 
the service. In this story we have Namaan, a commander of the army for the King 
of Aram who was struck with the deadly disease of leprosy. Through his wife’s 
servant girl he found out that there was a prophet in Israel who might be able to 
bring him healing. It was his only hope and so he prepared gifts and dressed up to 
meet the prophet.  But when that prophet refused to come and speak to him 
personally and told him, through a servant no less, “Go wash in the Jordan River 
and you will be healed;” Namaan balked. The suggestion was too much. It was 
humiliating. Why couldn’t he at least go and wash in a clean river back home? 
Namaan was very much inclined to return home rather than take those short, 
humble steps toward the Jordan River. 
 
 In both of these examples there is a hesitation to do the right thing, there is 
the challenge of travelling a short distance in obedience to God. The distance I am 
talking about and which each of us is asked to travel every now and then is the 
distance from a place of comfort and safety to a place of uncomfortableness and 
risk and even some danger. The commandment of Moses was clear but from the 
people’s perspective, the distance it required them to travel in order to obey, 



seemed like a long way and they were now being challenged to travel in that 
direction with their hearts and minds and actions. The instructions to Naaman 
were also clear but they seemed almost too far for him to travel, not in distance 
but in humility. 

 
That brings us to the fascinating story from Luke’s gospel which also 

includes the call to travel a short distance in order to obey God’s commands. It 
is a short distance, but for some reason it is a long way for two of the individuals 
in the story and perhaps too far for the earnest lawyer who prompted the story in 
the first place and who is carefully listening as Jesus tells it. He was the one who 
asks Jesus this question: “Teacher, what must I do to inherit eternal life?”  

 
Let’s give the lawyer the benefit of the doubt this morning and assume that 

this was an honest question and not a trick question. As a lawyer he no doubt 
thought in logical, precise and straight forward ways – he had been trained that 
way and he had to function that way in his work. And so he poses his question: 
“what must I do to inherit eternal life?”– the lawyer isn’t surprised when Jesus 
answers his question with a question of his own for this was a common method of 
learning and of argument among his peers.  

 
Jesus asks: “What is written in the law? What do you read there?” The 

lawyer has anticipated this question and so he is ready with his answer: “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 neighbour as yourself.” 

 
Full marks for the lawyer: this is the key command that comes out of the 

Mosaic Law, out of the 10 commandments which serve as the foundation for the 
Jewish understanding of God’s requirements.  He has identified these commands 
and he recites them back to Jesus. 

 
Jesus commends him: “You have given the right answer; do this and you 

will live.” Now if the lawyer only wanted to double check to see if Jesus knew 
the law and get a simple answer from him, he would have opted out of the 
conversation at this point. But he doesn’t, that is what intrigues me. Why does 
he not simply walk away after he has given the right answer to Jesus and received 
his commendation?  

 
The Gospel writer says the lawyer wanted to “justify himself” – the sense 

here is that he wants to look like he has thought about this answer too and is no 



dummy. He accepts that one must love God with heart, soul, strength and mind 
but he doesn’t seem to have a clear understanding as to who is to be identified 
as a neighbour.  You and I might say, “come on, that is a simple question and has 
a simple answer” but if the lawyer is a Jew, and he most probably is, he would 
understand from the teachings of the Pharisees that a neighbour was only 
someone who was also a Jew. Those who are non-Jewish (gentiles) within the 
community were distinct from those who were Jewish and therefore, in the eyes 
of the pharisaical law, would not be considered neighbours when it came to 
obeying the laws of Moses.   

 
So, the lawyer wants to know.  And this is where Jesus shows his genius. 

He knows, and he knows the lawyer also knows that there was a walking trail 
that lead out of Jerusalem; down the valley toward Jericho and that this trail had 
been the scene of a number of robberies. It is quite likely that both the lawyer 
and Jesus knew someone who has had this experience. So I imagine Jesus looking 
the lawyer in the eye, and saying: “Let me tell you a little story. There was a man 
going down the path that leads from Jerusalem to Jericho. On the way he was 
ambushed by some thieves – he was robbed, stripped of his clothes, beaten and 
left half dead”. 

 
In my mind Jesus perhaps pauses at this point and looks at the lawyer 

before continuing: “along came a priest, down this same path from Jerusalem to 
Jericho. He saw the man who had been robbed and beaten but he continued 
down the path on the opposite side of where the beaten man lay. Shortly after 
that there came a Levite who was a temple employee, a religious person who 
came down that same pathway.  He too noticed the man who had been robbed 
and beaten. And just like the priest, he saw the man but then hurried by on the 
other side of the path.” 

 
“Then”, says Jesus, “along that same trail came a Samaritan.  His response 

was completely different from that of the two religious men, the priest and the 
Levite. This Samaritan was moved with compassion. But he did not stop there; 
he travelled that short distance from one side of the road to the other. He then 
bandaged the beaten man’s wounds, using the oil and wine he had with him in 
order to bring some relief to the wounded man.  Having done this he then 
carefully put the man on his animal and brought him to the nearest place of 
lodging. In the morning – which means the Samaritan spent the night with the 
wounded man – he gave the innkeeper some money and told him to take care of 



the wounded man. ‘I am coming back’, he said ‘and if it costs more than what I 
have given you, I will pay you whatever more you have spent.’ ” 

 
The lawyer has listened carefully to the story and when Jesus asks him 

“who was neighbour to the man who had been beat up?” the lawyer 
immediately answers: “the one who showed him mercy.” It was not a difficult 
question and the answer was easy.  The answer was easy except for one small 
thing:  Jesus says “go and do the same”.   

 
The lawyer is now caught.  Whether his original question was just a trick 

question to try to stump Jesus or whether it was a genuine question and he really 
did not know who he should consider as a neighbour – either way, the lawyer 
now knows.  A neighbour is anyone that he encounters who is in need.   

 
But will the lawyer be able to respond as the Samaritan did? 
 
Let’s go back to the parable for a moment and ask ourselves why it was 

that the priest and the Levite were not willing to cross the path to the other side 
and bend down and help the wounded man. By thinking about their situation we 
can perhaps understand the lawyer’s hesitation and maybe even our own when 
it comes to caring for our neighbours. 

 
For the two religious figures in the story, the priest and the Levite, the 

command to love one’s neighbour only applied to situations that involved Jewish 
people. In the case of the wounded man lying beside the road, they could not tell 
if he was a Jew or not – the clear identifying features were not there. They 
couldn’t tell by his face because it was beaten up, they couldn’t tell by his 
clothes because his clothes were gone, they couldn’t tell by his speech because 
he was unable to talk so how could they tell? Besides this there was the issue of 
purity, there were ceremonial laws that disallowed touching a dead or wounded 
person. And I am sure there was some fear as well – there are so many other 
things that might happen once you start to get involved.  It was safer to pass by 
on the other side. It was much more convenient to pass by on the other side. 

 
The lawyer is smart enough to know this and to know that Jesus had 

purposely put a priest and a Levite in the story because these are the ones who 
like to think they are obeying God’s laws fully but who, in this story, failed to see 
the needs of the robbed man by the side of the road or if they saw the needs, 
did not cross that short distance to the other side of the pathway and help the 



wounded and badly beaten man. Their compassion was limited to a narrow 
definition of neighbour. 

 
The lawyer also knows that Jesus purposely said it was a Samaritan who 

helped the one who had been beat up because Samaritans where regarded as 
less important than those who were part of the Jewish community and had the 
Laws of Moses. Samaritans were seen as ones without virtue by many of the 
Jewish leaders; the same leaders who would have told you they were fully 
obeying God’s laws.  

 
The lawyer knows all this and I suspect, he is now conflicted or troubled or 

anxious in his own mind.  He feels this way because he knows what he needs to 
do to obey the great command that he had earlier recited for Jesus.  He knows 
that he needs to obey God with his heart, soul, strength and mind and he also 
knows he needs to love his neighbour. And more than that, he knows that he 
must have a broader definition of neighbour and simply cannot avoid a person 
in need, even if that person is a Gentile, even if they are considered to be 
unworthy, even if they are from another nationality or they are wounded. He is 
to show mercy to whoever is in need.  

 
I have some sympathy for the lawyer.  There are situations in which I too 

find it hard to know what to do and whether to get involved or not. I am afraid 
that once I start to help, I will feel obligated to do things I really didn’t want to 
do – I don’t want to get THAT involved. Caring means I will have to go too far. 

 
There are many problems in the world and every day we hear about them 

on the news. But it sometimes happens that we are suddenly face to face with 
someone who is in need. They are nearby, they are like the man beside the road 
and we are like someone who is passing by. Now we can do like the priest and 
the Levite did, we can keep walking or turn our attention away. We can refuse 
to get involved. We can analyze and talk about those in need and even feel 
some compassion for them but refuse to take the short step that separates us 
from the one who is suffering. 

 
If you are like me you probably know someone who has been diagnosed 

with cancer or with a terminal disease or has experienced an unfortunate 
accident. It may be someone you work with or someone who lives across the 
street.  It may be someone you know well and maybe even part of this church or 
it may be someone who is not part of any church.  And you are might not be a 



doctor or nurse or social worker but you and I do know how to go to that 
neighbour and say, “I am sorry for your illness, here are some flowers, here are 
some cookies or can I mow the lawn for you or drive you to your next Doctor’s 
appointment?” We are all capable of sending a card, making a phone call or 
paying a personal visit.   

 
I suspect many of you have done just that already – that you have cared for 

your neighbour again and again. Good for you. 
 
But let me tell you how it happened to me one day three years ago. My 

wife and I were travelling to see her sister and husband in Eastend, Sask. As we 
travelled west along the #1 highway and approached the turn off at Gull Lake, we 
came upon an accident that had happened perhaps five minutes earlier right at 
the intersection where we needed to make our turn south; a semi-trailer had 
plowed into a half ton truck. We slowly made our way across the highway and 
continued on our trip, wondering how it could have happened that a half ton 
truck was in the middle of the highway just as a semi-truck came along. It really 
bothered us to think about this but thought it unlikely that it was anyone we 
knew. 

 
We had only been at her sister’s place for about half an hour when there 

was a phone call from the police saying the person in the half ton truck was my 
brother-in-law’s son. His son, the call said, was in stable condition and on his way 
by ambulance to the Swift Current hospital. 

 
Quickly we arranged for me to drive with the father, to Swift Current. We 

got there just in time to see his son before the Stars helicopter flight to Regina. 
We immediately left for Regina too, followed by other family, and went to the 
emergency room there.  Things did not look good at all. After 5 anxious days, it 
was clear there would be no recovery and the family asked me, because of my 
pastoral experience, to gather the family around the hospital bed and to pray for 
them and for the dying young man. 

 
At that point I could have said “no”, I could have asked them to contact a 

hospital chaplain or another minister, and I could have chosen to stay out of the 
emotional turmoil I knew it would mean for me. Yes I have stood with families 
beside a dying family member on other occasions but it is never easy and I was 
now retired. These were not members of my congregation. 

 



But this situation came to me, I didn’t go looking for it and suddenly there I 
was like the priest and the Levite, seeing a wounded man and a wounded family. I 
needed to make the choice to go to the other side of the path, to go to the 
assistance of this grieving family. Suddenly these were my neighbours, they were 
the ones in need and with the help of God’s grace I was able to respond with 
compassion even though it was hard and emotionally draining. 

 
So my sermon this morning is a reminder to all of us to keep responding 

to those in need. Sometimes it will be harder and sometimes we will hesitate 
because the situation looks really uncomfortable and even frightening.  But this 
is where God’s grace comes in. He not only will give us the compassion but he 
will give us the resources to handle all the unknown things that might follow our 
decision to help. The compassion God gives us will take you and take me across 
that short gap that separates us from a person in need – it’s not too far. 

Amen 
 


