
   The Parable of the Good Samaritan 

Deut.30.9-14; Psalm 25.1-10; Colossians 1.1-14; Luke 10.25-37 

The parable of the Good Samaritan would have to be one of the best known of 

Jesus’ stories, not only in the church but in the secular world as well. The 

descriptor “good Samaritan” has entered our language and is widely used in 

the media to refer to someone who comes to the aid of another not known to 

them, even though few of those who use it could explain what a Samaritan 

was. 

 For most, the parable simply highlights the importance of being helpful and 

kind to one another, with the Samaritan being an example of extreme 

generosity of spirit. The story is often used to demonstrate what real 

Christianity should look like – helping out those in need and having practical 

compassion - as opposed to those people whose religion consists in going on 

about God and sin, heaven and hell, and who are always trying to convert you.  

If the parable is generally well known, the context in which it is told is less so, 

and, as always, it is context which is most important in determining how the 

story is to be understood. A lawyer asks Jesus a question, “What must I do to 

inherit eternal life?” Now the lawyer was an expert in the Jewish Law. He knew 

the answer to the question already. We heard about it in our reading from 

Deuteronomy, where Moses describes the accessibility and intelligibility of the 

Law: “it is not in heaven that you should say, ‘Who will go up to heaven for us 

and get it for us that we may hear it and observe it’... No, the word is very near 

to you; it is in your mouth and in your heart for you to observe.” (30.12-14) For 

Israel, it was not a question of knowing the Law; they knew it. The issue was 

obeying it! 

But this is not a genuine question. Luke tells us that the lawyer asked Jesus the 

question “to test him”. So immediately we are made aware that the lawyer is 

not seeking to elicit truth but trying to catch Jesus out. The question comes in 

the context of the growing hostility of the Jewish leadership towards Jesus and 

all he represented. However, Jesus answers the lawyer’s question with another 

question: What does the Law say? What is written? Jesus doesn’t point to any 

authority of his own, but refers the lawyer to common ground – the written 

Law, an authority recognised by them both. He is saying ‘You know very well 



what the answer to that question is.” And he does: “You shall love the Lord 

your God with all your heart, with all your soul, with all your strength and with 

all your mind; and your neighbour as yourself.” Jesus tells him he has given the 

right answer and if he does this, he will live.  

But the lawyer doesn’t give up; he asks a follow-up question about Jesus’ 

interpretation of the commandment. Luke’s editorial comment again provides 

the context of Jesus’ response. “Wanting to justify himself”, the lawyer asks 

Jesus, “And who is my neighbour?” Whereas in the answer to his first question, 

the commandment to love God and neighbour summed up the Jewish Law,  

the relational nature of reality and the way to eternal life, the lawyer wanted 

narrow down, define and control those who would receive that love. He 

wanted to establish boundaries of who was in and who was out. In a time of 

Roman occupation, it was essential to know who was of God’s people and who 

wasn’t. The identity of Israel was at stake and love of neighbour could only be 

exercised where that identity could be secured. The lawyer was concerned to 

draw tight boundaries because he had seen that Jesus was threatening to 

allow God’s love to be open to all.  

This is the context in which the parable is to be read.  

While the story is well-known, its subtleties and nuances are often missed. The 

whole narrative allows the interpretation that the man who was attacked by 

robbers on the road to Jericho, stripped, beaten and left half-dead, had only 

himself to blame. “Surely he should have travelled with others; couldn’t he 

have gone at a different time; he knew that the road was dangerous, why 

didn’t he take more care” etc. etc. Wherever there are victims, there is always 

the possible interpretation that they are to blame for their situation, and thus 

that there is no obligation to assist. The demand for compassion can always be 

rendered ambiguous. 

Was that why the religious leaders, the priest and the Levite ‘passed by on the 

other side’? Possibly. Or did it have to do with the fact that they were worried 

the robbers might still be around and that this was a trap; or were they in a 

hurry to fulfil their religious duties and to have touched a dead man would 

have rendered them unclean. Who can tell what their reasons were? 



However, none of these concerns stopped the Samaritan, a member of a 

community, ostracised, racially abused and regarded as unclean by Jews, from 

helping the victim. “While travelling, he came near him.” The Samaritan didn’t 

belong, he was passing through, but when he saw the wounded man, he 

crossed the invisible boundary between “this side” and “the other side”, and 

reached out to the ‘other’. He spent his time, his oil, his wine and his money on 

the victim. He gave the inn-keeper a blank cheque to cover the costs of the 

victim’s care and restoration until he returned. This was no niggardly 

assistance; it was lavish. And here the parable ends. 

Now, as we have said, for many, this seems straight forward. It is a story with a 

moral: if someone is in trouble, we should help them. However, there is a 

problem with this simple explanation. The passage begins with a question 

about eternal life and how to inherit it; and provides the answer that we are to 

love God with heart, soul, strength and mind; and our neighbour as ourselves. 

Jesus never told stories with a moral; his themes were God, humanity and 

salvation.  

Moreover, the lawyer had asked Jesus ‘Who is my neighbour?’ He didn’t need 

to be told that he should love his neighbour. He had already quoted the law to 

this effect. He also wouldn’t need to be told that a wounded Jewish man by the 

side of the road in need of help is his neighbour. And he could probably find 

justification for the non-help from the religious leaders in the pursuit of their 

service of God. So what did the parable tell him that he didn’t already know? 

The sting in the tail is that after telling the parable, Jesus reworked the 

lawyer’s question: “Which of these three do you think was a neighbour to the 

man who fell into the hands of the robbers?” Now that seems a pretty easy 

question with an obvious answer. The lawyer replied, “The one who showed 

him mercy.” But it is not so obvious. The neighbour in Jesus’ parable is not the 

injured man, being helped by the Samaritan, but the Samaritan himself. The 

neighbour, then, is not the person who deserves to be helped, requires our 

help, but the person who treats everyone, however damaged, broken and 

defenceless, with mercy. And the shock in Jesus’ parable for his audience is 

that the one who does that is the despised Samaritan. 



But there is a further point. The issue is not only who is my neighbour? – but 

who is my neighbour whom I am to love?  In the parable, it is the Samaritan! 

The wounded Jew is to love his neighbour, the one who showed him mercy, 

even though he is an enemy. Here, for Jesus, love of neighbour and love of 

enemy become one. In Jesus’ understanding of neighbour, it is the one who 

receives mercy who is called on to love the neighbour who has mercy upon 

him. The boundaries of ethnicity and nationality, Jew and Samaritan, Jew and 

Gentile, are no longer determinative; in showing and receiving mercy, each 

crosses the boundary over to the other side, loving the one who had crossed 

over to him. 

Loving our neighbour means loving the one who shows US mercy and it means 

allowing ourselves to receive compassion and mercy from others. And here it 

becomes clear how Jesus’ parable is really a response not to the lawyer’s 

question, but to his motivation: ‘wanting to justify himself’. Self-justification 

puts us in danger of missing eternal life by pretending we are not in need of 

mercy. 

This brings us back to the way to eternal life, the theme of the parable: it is to 

love God with heart, soul, strength and mind; and love our neighbour as 

ourselves. One is impossible without the other. It is easier to love our 

neighbour when we are in control, when we are the ones giving others what 

they need, when we are the ones showing mercy. We resist being dependent 

on others, being pitied by others, refusing to be forgiven by others or to 

believe we need forgiveness, especially those we feel hostile to. What love we 

show is risks being “self-justifying”, self-affirming, meeting others’ needs, but 

not allowing them to meet ours.  

Jesus’ call is so radical and so difficult. It is ingrained in us Christians 

particularly that it is more blessed to give than to receive. But Jesus is saying 

here that it is much harder to receive than to give. CS Lewis compared being a 

Christian to diving: “Nothing is simpler than this art. You do not need to do 

anything, you need only to stop doing something – to abstain from self-

preservation.” 

We are commanded to love the God who first loved us. Doing that means 

allowing him to be God and have mercy on us. We heard in our Colossians 



reading that God is the one who has rescued us from the power of darkness 

and transferred us to the Kingdom of his beloved Son in whom we have 

forgiveness. God the rescuer. Yet, despite how much we talk about God’s 

grace, God’s forgiveness and God’s justification, we find it so hard to receive it. 

We constantly fall back on self-justification and rivalry; we prefer to help and 

defend ourselves, to stay in control of our own lives and destiny, and journey 

alone. Yet if my neighbour, whom I am to love, is the one who has mercy on 

me, then first and foremost, that person is God. I must accept mercy and help 

from God lest I die in my misery and brokenness by the side of the road. Only 

then will I be healed. 

Jesus told the lawyer to go and do likewise? How do we do that? Not,as it 

might seem at first glance, by rushing out and trying to find all these people 

who are in need of our help. But by pausing, seeing what has befallen us, 

knowing our brokenness and need for mercy, and allowing ourselves to be 

ministered to by the grace and the abundant generosity of God: to receive 

rather than give, to rest rather than act, to be rather than do. Only then can we 

truly go out and love our neighbour as ourselves. (Ambulance) 

And that’s what we will do as shortly we gather around the Lord’s table with 

empty hands and hungry hearts to bring our broken lives to receive God’s 

lavish and healing mercy. 
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He would have to receive love from his victim. 

 



 

 


