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Text 
Luke 10:25-37 – On one occasion an expert in the law stood up to test Jesus. "Teacher," he asked, "what 

must I do to inherit eternal life?" 
26 

"What is written in the Law?" he replied. "How do you read it?" 
27 

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.'" 
28 

"You have answered correctly," Jesus 

replied. "Do this and you will live." 
29 

But he wanted to justify himself, so he asked Jesus, "And who is my 

neighbor?" 
30 

In reply Jesus said: "A man was going down from Jerusalem to Jericho, when he fell into the 

hands of robbers. They stripped him of his clothes, beat him and went away, leaving him half dead. 
31 

A 

priest happened to be going down the same road, and when he saw the man, he passed by on the other side. 
32 

So too, a Levite, when he came to the place and saw him, passed by on the other side. 
33 

But a Samaritan, 

as he traveled, came where the man was; and when he saw him, he took pity on him. 
34 

He went to him and 

bandaged his wounds, pouring on oil and wine. Then he put the man on his own donkey, took him to an inn 

and took care of him. 
35 

The next day he took out two silver coins and gave them to the innkeeper. 'Look 

after him,' he said, 'and when I return, I will reimburse you for any extra expense you may have.' 
36 

"Which 

of these three do you think was a neighbor to the man who fell into the hands of robbers?" 
37 

The expert in 

the law replied, "The one who had mercy on him." Jesus told him, "Go and do likewise." 

 

Introduction 
So we’re in the middle of a four-week series called MOVE.  We’re talking about 

moving deeper in our relationship with God, with other Christians, and with the world.  

The most basic premise is that in order to move, a Christian never moves on from the 

gospel and the gospel is that you don’t have to move at all.  In the first message I tried to 

show that this is the consistent message of the Scriptures. 

Now this seems counterintuitive.  How do you get people to move by telling them 

they don’t have to move at all?!  And so I ended our first message with the illustration of 

Shaun White and the two runs.  Shaun White won the 2010 Olympic gold medal in the 

half-pipe competition with his first run.  It was in the bag and yet he still went out and 

took his second run with joy and freedom and tried something crazy.  The Christian 

assertion is that in Jesus’ incarnation, life, death, burial, resurrection, and ascension he 

has executed a sterling performance and taken the podium as the eternal champion and he 

did it for all those who are by faith united to him.  He represented us.  So now for us, our 

standing is sure and secure.  We don’t have to perform, but now we have a ‘second run’ 

so to speak.  And we don’t just take the medal and go home.  No, with relish we go out 

and play hard, take risks, with no fear of failure, but out of the joy of doing what we were 
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made for.  And I think the case could be made that we actually will ‘perform’ better when 

our salvation is not at stake. 

That right there is essentially what we’re unpacking in these four weeks.  Last 

week we were exploring how this message that we don’t have to move at all actually 

moves us deeper in community.  The gospel creates the church and it takes a church to 

believe the gospel.  Today and next week I want to show how the message that we don’t 

have to move – Jesus has done it all – if truly grasped, doesn’t make us apathetic and 

disengaged with the world, but gives us the real motivation to serve and give and work 

for the good of others in the world.  In short, what I want to say today is simple and it’s 

just this: God doesn’t need your good works… but your neighbor does. 

 

Let’s pray… 
 

The Landscape 

I find that there’s a deep hunger among many people for a faith that engages with 

the world – an integrated, holistic Christianity that actually affects the way people live 

their lives in the here and now, that actually addresses the deep problems, wounds, and 

injustices on our planet.  They’ve seen a church that is largely irrelevant, full of people 

who have prayed a prayer, trusted Jesus to forgive them of their sins, gotten their ticket 

punched for heaven, gathers weekly to sing the songs, and then settles back into the same 

patterns of greed and self-preservation everyone else lives by throughout the week.  They 

see them as just part of the system, pursuing the antiseptic American Dream, ignoring the 

profound human suffering that’s in the world or right in their city. 

And many people, rightfully outraged, think that the problem is with the gospel of 

personal salvation.  So you may be silently reacting against all this talk about being a 

sinner, under God’s wrath, unable to save yourself, trusting in Christ as your substitute, 

having his righteousness imputed to you, gaining the favor of a holy God that guarantees 

your future.  It’s too individualistic; there’s no social implications to that, you think.  

There has to be something more.  The gospel has to be something more.  There’s too 

much easy believism.  Didn’t Jesus start a revolution?  Isn’t he about cosmic renewal?  

Isn’t following him really about upside-down kingdom living?  Sin, the cross, faith, 

getting right with God… is insufficient. 

I understand the frustrations.  Believe me: as a preacher I can be exasperated over 

the lack of life change in hearers and passivity in the church.  But I really believe that the 

answer is not to add to the gospel, but to drill down deeper into it; it’s not that we need 

there to be more to the gospel but more of the gospel.  The problem with those Christians 

whose lives are relatively unaffected by the good news of Christ’s work on their behalf is 

that they haven’t fully explored it.  That’s my problem when I’m unaffected.  I really 

think that if we could only feel the depths of our depravity, the radical freedom of our 

forgiveness, and the shocking unconditionality of our acceptance more, then we would 

actually see more radical living.  There may be short-term gains to just prodding people 

to be radical, but in the end it will result in burn-out or self-righteousness. 

Now, radical living in some ways may need to be redefined.  What is radical, 

anyway?  Is it only taking baths every other day and doing unpaid internships for non-

profits?  Couldn’t it be said that staying affectionately married to the same person for 60 

years and raising 4 kids together contentedly in a small town and dying with your house 
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paid off and an estate plan that includes your church is radical?  I mean, what is radical 

really?  It can look like a lot of things.  I’ve always been puzzled by a passage from Paul 

in 1 Thessalonians 4:11.  Paul the radical ‘I’m-going-to-Jerusalem-to-die; I-consider-my-

life-worth-nothing-to-me’ guy gives some Christians this advice – “Make it your 

ambition to lead a quiet life, to mind your own business and to work with your hands, just 

as we told you.”  What an ambition!  Now that’s quite a radical vision for your life! 

So we may need to re-think radical. 

And we may need to be chastened a bit in our expectations.  A widely respected 

sociologist at the University of Virginia, James Davison Hunter, recently published a 

game changing work entitled To Change the World: The Irony, Tragedy and Possibility 

of Christianity in the Late Modern World with Oxford Press.  In it he examines the many 

different approaches Christians have advocated for in attempting cultural change.  And 

essentially he shows how none of them really work.  It seems like kind of a downer: 

“You probably can’t really change the world.”  But he coined a term in the book that I 

think we may be hearing a lot more called ‘faithful presence’.  ‘Faithful presence’ is what 

Christians are called to, not necessarily to ‘change the world.’  “The growing good of the 

world is partly dependent on unhistoric acts, and that things are not so ill with you and 

me as they might have been, is half owing to the number who lived faithfully a hidden 

life, and rest in unvisited tombs.”
1
 

I think that’s right.  Only Jesus can and will truly change this world when he 

comes in glory, but that doesn’t validate the ‘we-don’t-polish-the-brass-on-a-sinking-

ship’ argument.  I think that there is a profound motivation in the gospel for Christians 

being deeply wrapped up in the people and plight of this fallen world, serving it 

sacrificially for its good.  I believe that a genuine movement is spawned by the realization 

that I don’t have to move at all.  This idea – let’s call it justification by faith – is a truly 

radical concept.  So radical that it can… change the world(?!).  As Gerhard Forde said, 

“What once shook everything to the roots – justification by faith – can do so again 

today.”  This message can and has inspired (some oftentimes unnoted) heroism and the 

founding of institutions that have changed the look of the world. 

I think of someone like William Wilberforce, the great Member of Parliament 

whose life work was ending the British slave trade.  What motivated him?  His religious 

beliefs?  Yes, but more specifically it was his stout credence to the doctrine of 

justification by faith alone.  I recently looked through his book – A Practical View of the 

Prevailing Religious System of Professed Christians, in the Higher and Middle Classes in 

this Country, Contrasted with Real Christianity.  In it Wilberforce is explaining how a 

culture that claimed to be Christian at the time could be so nominal and within that 

nominalism allow for such immoral behaviors.  Here’s what he said: 

 

All these their several errors naturally result from the mistaken conception 

entertained of the fundamental principles of Christianity.  They consider 

not that Christianity is a scheme for ‘justifying the ungodly,’ by Christ’s 

dying for them ‘when yet sinners;’ a scheme ‘for reconciling us to God—

when enemies;’ and for making the fruits of holiness the effects, not the 

cause, of our being justified and reconciled.
2
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 So Wilberforce is saying that a misunderstanding of Christianity that makes it a 

moralism was what was to blame for such institutional evils as slavery!  Grasping the 

depths of our sin and the lengths a holy and loving God went to in sending his Son to die 

as a sin-bearer can actually prevent such evils… or motivate people to fight for their 

abolishment. 

 

The Logic 

Explore with me some of the logic involved here.  What I’m saying is: God 

doesn’t need your good works, but your neighbor does and knowing that you’re saved 

apart from works actually motivates us to love our neighbors.  Well, first it motivates us 

to love God.  In the passage that was read, as he does elsewhere, Jesus summarized the 

Law with ‘Love God and love your neighbor’.  Now just telling me I have to love God, 

does not engender love for God in me.  I may try and feel my inadequacy and sense his 

displeasure and try harder but it won’t work.  The harder I try, the more distant he seems.  

I actually grow to resent him, not love him.  It’s a business partnership. 

Before his experience where he felt himself to be reborn and to have gone through 

open doors into paradise because he finally understood the gospel, Martin Luther, even 

though he was very religious, admitted, “Love God?  I hated him.”
3
  He recalled, “I was 

often terrified before the name of Jesus…  When his name was spoken I would rather 

have heard the devil mentioned, for I thought I would have to do good works until by 

them Christ had been made my gracious friend.”
4
  Luther put extreme words to universal 

human experiences.  You see, you cannot truly love God until you know that he loves 

you fully and completely apart from your works.  He will only be perceived as a harsh 

task-master.  Only when you see him as a gracious Savior can you even begin to have 

heartfelt love for God. 

And then you can begin to actually love your neighbor.  Consider this story from 

Charles Spurgeon of a humble gardener, a great king, and a courtier: 

 

A humble gardener… presents a bunch of carrots to his king because he so 

esteems and loves his sovereign.  The king rewards his love with a plot of 

land so he can continue to bless his kingdom.  A courtier sees this and 

thinks, “An acre of land for a bunch of carrots – what a deal!”  So the next 

day the courtier presents the king with a magnificent horse.  The wise 

king, discerning his heart, simply accepts the gift with a “thank you.”  

When the courtier is disconsolate, the king explains, “The gardener gave 

me the carrots, but you have given yourself the horse.  You gave not for 

love of me but for love of yourself in the hope of a reward.
5
 

 

If we still operate in our relationship with God under the explicit or implicit 

assumption that we are doing good to gain his favor, then any good we do is not really 

good.  We can’t really love our neighbor, because we’re really still just loving ourselves, 

using them as a means to an end to secure our right standing.  Unless we are finding our 

right standing in Christ and his work for us, even though we may be clothing the naked, 

healing the sick, giving to the poor, feeding the hungry, we’re really just clothing 

ourselves, healing ourselves, giving to ourselves, and feeding ourselves.  Do you see? 
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Back to Martin Luther.  Here’s how what I’m describing works.  “Luther said that 

before [his rebirth], he spent all of his resources trying to save his own soul.  But now 

that he realized his soul was safe in Christ, he had a lot of time on his hands.  No longer 

worried about securing his own salvation, he could use his time and money to serve 

others.”
6
  And he wrote this: 

 

Although I am an unworthy and condemned man, my God has given me in 

Christ all the riches of righteousness and salvation without any merit on 

my part, out of pure, free mercy, so that from now on I need nothing 

except faith which believes that it is true.  Why should I not therefore 

freely, joyfully, with all my heart, and with an eager will do all things 

which I know are pleasing and acceptable to such a Father who has 

overwhelmed me with his inestimable riches?  I will therefore give myself 

as a Christ to my neighbor, just as Christ offered himself to me; I will do 

nothing in this life except what I see is necessary, profitable, and salutary 

to my neighbor, since through faith I have an abundance of all good things 

in Christ. 

 

Elsewhere Luther said this: 

 

From faith there flows a love and joy in the Lord.  From love there 

proceeds a joyful, willing, and free mind that serves the neighbor and 

takes no account of gratitude or ingratitude, praise or blame, gain or loss.  

We do not serve others with an eye toward making them obligated to us.  

Nor do we distinguish between friends and enemies or anticipate their 

thankfulness or ingratitude.  Rather we freely and willingly spend 

ourselves and all that we have….”
7
 

 

Getting justification by faith – believing that you don’t have to move at all – will 

actually give you the only legitimate motivation to move, to love God and love your 

neighbor.  Knowing God doesn’t need your good works allows you to give them to 

your neighbor.  Or as one person has put it, “Ask first what only Christ can do for you, 

and THEN you are empowered to do good for others.”
8
 

I’m sure the person trying to solicit pledges for his run for the cure 5K on the 

bulletin board down the street at Potbelly’s by saying, “Earn Karma points” probably 

raised some money and God, in his common grace, can use that money to fund the non-

Christian researcher to find a cure to heal many people, but that’s not the way 

Christianity motivates people.  We actually have a better motivation.  “We do not do 

them to be justified, for we already have been justified by faith.  Rather, we do all things 

freely and joyfully for the sake of others.”
9
 

 

The Theology 

 That’s the logic.  Here’s some of the theology.  What we’re talking about is what 

John Calvin and others have called the ‘third use of the law’.  There is a civil use of the 

law.  ‘Do not murder’ is just good public policy, even if people abide by it simply to 

avoid the punishment of the government.  That’s one use. 
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But the law of God is also to be used to drive people to Christ, to show them their 

sin, to produce conviction and repentance.  This seems to be how Jesus is using it on the 

surface with the expert in the law in the passage that was read for today’s Scripture 

Reading.  He wants to know what he has to do to do enough.  Jesus says, “Do it all and 

you will live.”  The response Jesus is looking for is, “I can’t!” 

But the expert in the law, it says, “wanted to justify himself.”  He didn’t want to 

say, “I can’t!”  He desperately wanted to hear confirmation from Jesus that he was doing 

it right.  “Who is my neighbor?”  And so Jesus tells the parable of the Good Samaritan, 

which essentially shows that loving your neighbor means loving anyone and everyone 

(even your enemies), anytime, at any cost.  That’s what the law was getting at.  The story 

is told in such a way as to not congratulate, but convict.  The hero is not the religious 

Jew, but the outsider Samaritan.  The law, if properly understood, cannot be used to 

justify oneself, but rather to drive us to the truly Great Samaritan – Jesus Christ, who had 

pity on us and came to our rescue at infinite cost to himself – so that in him we would be 

justified. 

Now under the surface Jesus does want to teach us what love looks like.  This is 

where ‘the third use of the law’ comes in.  Once we stop trying to justify ourselves 

through the law and receive justification through faith in Christ, then we can go back and 

let the law guide us for a life of sacrificial love of our neighbors… not for our 

justification, but from it!  Jesus said, “If you love me, you will obey what I command” 

(Jn. 14:15).  Because of his free love to us, we now genuinely love him.  And because of 

our love for him, we then begin to actually love others.  And in order to know how to 

love others we go to the second table of the law. 

 

The Textual Support 

 I’ve given you the logic and a skeletal theological framework, but are there texts 

for this concept that God does not need my good works, but my neighbor still does?  

Galatians 5:13-14 is a good one.  As you know, the whole letter to the Galatians is about 

how “a man is not justified by observing the law, but by faith in Jesus Christ.  So we, too, 

have put our faith in Christ Jesus that we may be justified by faith in Christ and not by 

observing the law, because by observing the law no one will be justified” (Gal. 2:16).  

Well toward the end Paul gets into practical living and he says this: “You, my brothers, 

were called to be free.  But do not use your freedom to indulge the sinful nature; rather, 

serve one another in love.  The entire law is summed up in a single command: ‘Love your 

neighbor as yourself’” (Gal. 5:13-14).  We have complete freedom, but that freedom 

should not result in selfish living, but love.  “This freedom does not lead us to live lazy 

and wicked lives but [just] makes the law and works unnecessary for righteousness and 

salvation,” says Luther.
10

 

 1 Corinthians 10:23 – “‘All things are lawful,’ but not all things are helpful.  ‘All 

things are lawful,’ but not all things build up.  Let no one seek his own good, but the 

good of his neighbor” (ESV).  We are not under the law.  We can, in a sense, do whatever 

we want but that concept is twisted if it turns grace into a license for self-seeking and not 

caring about one’s neighbor. 

 Yes, these are commands to still love, but what about verses showing the 

relationship between God’s free love of us in the gospel motivating our free love of 

others out of the gospel?  I might point to passages like Romans 12:1 – “Therefore, I urge 
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you, brothers, in view of God’s mercy, to offer your bodies as living sacrifices.”  The 

radical giving of oneself in service to God and Man only can come “in view of God’s 

mercy.” 

 But I see it very clearly in the incident and accompanying parable in Luke 7 

where the Pharisees are upset because Jesus is letting a sinful woman wash his feet.  And 

what is his reply? 

 

I came into your house.  You did not give me any water for my feet, but 

she wet my feet with her tears and wiped them with her hair.  You did not 

give me a kiss, but this woman, from the time I entered, has not stopped 

kissing my feet.  You did not put oil on my head, but she has poured 

perfume on my feet.  Therefore, I tell you, her many sins have been 

forgiven – for she loved much.  But he who has been forgiven little loves 

little. (Luke 7:44-47) 

 

 How can we love much?  By knowing that through Christ we are loved much.  

How can we wash the feet of others?  By experiencing the awkward service of Christ, the 

Lord of the Universe, humbly washing our feet, dying for us on the cross. 

 

The Application 

The message that you don’t have to move shouldn’t produce laziness.  Laziness is 

often a symptom of a deep insecurity that seeks to protect oneself from failure.  The 

gospel gives us an identity that is not dependent on our success or failure so we can stop 

thinking about ourselves and start thinking of others.  Now, hopefully you’re convinced 

and you’re thinking, “So what does this look like practically for me?  How does this 

result in mobilized Christians being a force for good in a broken world?” 

Here’s where, I think, the concept of vocation comes in.  Realize that you can’t do 

everything.  You don’t have to do everything.  You don’t have to do anything.  And so let 

that free you up to just do the things God’s called you to do well.  Realize that you love 

your neighbor by working hard at your job.  That’s the primary arena that God has called 

you to love others in and through.  Don’t just watch the clock or gripe and complain.  But 

put all of your creative energies in to it and do it well. 

If you’re a teacher – love and serve the kids by teaching them well.  If you’re a 

doctor – use all your expertise to promote the wellness of your patients.  If you’re an 

insurance salesman – promote a good product at a good price that will help care for 

people when disaster or tragedy hits.  If you’re a secretary to an office, fill the office with 

joy and efficiency so that the company’s service to society can happen effectively.   If 

you’re an artist, make things beautiful.  If you’re a journalist, pursue the truth.  If you’re a 

parent, pour yourself out for your kids.  If you’re unemployed – use your free time to 

serve and/or work hard to get a job, knowing that your job is not your identity. 

And whatever free time you have left over, seek opportunities to volunteer.  My 

heart aches for the UIC Area – gang violence, empty businesses, segregation…  That’s 

part of why www.UICArea.com exists.  We want to see Immanuel people start 

businesses, found not-for-profits, adopt kids, tutor students, plant gardens, organize 

Chambers of Commerce, etc…  What burdens, what passions do you have?  Do you have 

the time?  Then throw yourself in to volunteering and involvement in the neighborhood.  
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Are your kids in school?  Are you concerned not just for their education but the education 

of the other kids with them?  Join the LSC.  Worried about crime on your block?  Go to 

the C.A.P.S. meetings.  Organize a neighborhood watch program.  Seen elderly people 

struggling with life and lonely?  Offer to help with groceries or cleaning or just spend 

time playing chess with them.  And don’t wait to do something until you feel like you get 

the gospel perfectly and have completely altruistic motives.  That will probably never 

happen.  Be a sinner and sin boldly.  Serve others knowing that in the process you will 

get to see even more of your selfish heart and repent and believe the gospel. 

So vocation and volunteering.  These are the prime outlets for Christians who are 

overflowing with much love because they’ve been loved much.  Some people God may 

call, by giving talents and opening doors, to do great things like be a CEO of CPS or head 

up some major program or write policy on poverty alleviation.  If so, great!  But that’s 

not what he calls most people to.  Just do what God has called you to do and don’t 

compare yourself to other people. 

And be okay with the fact that there will be many good things that need to be 

done that you don’t do.  You can’t do it all.  And remember: you don’t have to.  You’re 

not the Messiah, Jesus is.  Kevin DeYoung had a great post recently on his blog on doing 

good, but a little less than others.
11

  In it he says, “Here’s one of the hardest truths for 

Christians to understand, let alone embrace: some of us will do more of a particular good 

thing than others and some will do less.  And the difference may not be sinful.”  He asks, 

“So is it ever acceptable for Christian A to do less of a good thing than Christian B?  

Most of us will say yes, and yet we feel like we should probably also feel a little guilty if 

we are Christian A.  Or, we find a way to judge Christian B to get rid of our low-level 

guilt.  Or, when we are Christian B, we add a little guilt to Christian A for not doing the 

same good things we are doing.  Sometimes those who are great examples of great things 

make the mistake of insisting that everyone excel in the same ways they do.” 

I want to say, “It’s okay if our capabilities and callings lead us down different 

paths of passion.”  DeYoung points out that “some behaviors are commanded of 

everyone in Scripture, and yet are also considered special gifts for only some.  We should 

all contribute to the needs of the saints (Rom. 13:13), but some have the gift of generosity 

(v. 8).  We should all serve (v. 11), but some will be particularly gifted in serving (v. 7).  

We won’t all be as good or zealous about the same things.  This is by divine design.  Our 

gifts will differ according to the grace given us (v. 6).” 

Again, the gospel should take away all of our worrying about whether we’re 

doing enough.  As DeYoung explains: 

 

Trying to measure up or get rid of low-level guilt are not good motivations 

for radical sacrifice.  We read and give and go overseas and… feed the 

poor and adopt orphans and get up early to pray and mentor college 

students and write blogs because we have nothing to prove, nothing to 

earn, and nothing to do except glorify God in a million different ways and 

enjoy him forever.... 

 

We must allow for various callings and various gifts…  We need 

Christians who will spend their lives to improve inner city school[s] and 

we need Christians who will labor for decades to provide good theological 
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resources in Polish.  And we [need] the one Christian not to make the 

other feel guilty and the other not [to] feel guilty by the presence of the 

one. 

 

 Seek to be obedient to what God has called you to do out of gratitude for what 

he’s done for you.  And through these small and great, seen and unseen, acts of love 

motivated from the gospel, God may just do some amazing things for his glory. 

 

The Lord’s Table 

 

Benediction 
Because of God’s great love for you, “let no debt remain outstanding, except the 

continuing debt to love one another, for he who loves his fellowman has fulfilled the law.  

The commandments, ‘Do not commit adultery,’ ‘Do not murder,’ ‘Do not steal,’ ‘Do not 

covet,’ and whatever other commandment there may be, are summed up in this one rule: 

‘Love your neighbor as yourself.’  Love does no harm to its neighbor.  Therefore love is 

the fulfillment of the law” (Rom. 13:8-10). 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

This sermon was addressed originally to the people at Immanuel Baptist Church, Chicago, Illinois, by 

Pastor Nathan Carter on Sunday morning, March 27, 2011.  It is not meant to be a polished essay, but was 

written to be delivered orally.  The mission of Immanuel Baptist Church is to be a multiplying community 

that enjoys and proclaims the Good News of Christ in the great city of Chicago. 
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