
The Good Samaritan
Luke 10:25-37

Background and commentary.
This parable is unique in that so concrete and simple that a child or any non-believer can understand its

basic point, yet its insights and moral implications are profound. However, the real impact is lost on us today,
since modern readers generally don’t understand the cultural context and the parable’s real impact.  Samaritans
were hated by Jews, and so this parable is absolutely full of irony. For the original audience, a “good Samaritan”
would be an oxymoron, and for a Samaritan to be the moral hero of a story would be downright shocking. 

  

The lawyer’s question.

Like other parables, this was told in response to a question or event. Here a religious lawyer – an expert
on the Torah, or the Law (i.e., the first five books of the Old Testament) – questions Jesus about salvation1. In
v25, Jesus asks, “What is your reading of it” – a technical term used by the scribes or lawyers in discussing
interpretations of religious law. The lawyer gives a technically correct answer – the need to love God and one’s
neighbor – but clearly does not actually understand what it means, though he probably believes he understands.
The verses come from the Torah, from Deut. 6:5 and Lev. 19:18, which Jesus himself taught and upheld2. 

He then asks a flawed question, “Who is my neighbor?”, and like the rest of the religious establishment
of his day, he probably assumes that no Gentile or non-Jew could be his neighbor. Jesus tells the parable to set
straight his misguided moral beliefs. The question is also flawed, because he assumes one must work to earn
one’s salvation. But Jesus doesn’t deal with that here. Instead, he aims first to break down the man’s sense of
self-righteousness. In presenting the gospel to people who consider themselves “good” or religious, this may be
an initial first step to make them realize their need, before presenting the gospel to them. Jesus’ response can be a

1 He was not the only religious scholar to ask such questions simply to test him; see Mt. 22:34-40, Mk. 12:28-31.
He was a religious  lawyer,  trained in  the  laws of  Moses  and Jewish  religious laws created by the religious  system
(ritualistic and civil laws added by Jewish religious scholars, in addition to those of the Old Testament – including the man-
made laws for which Jesus criticized the Pharisees). Such a lawyer would be like the Pharisees or other religious parties
theologically, but in the office of a lawyer than as a priest or religious authority figure. Rome controlled major matters of
civil law and administration (general government, taxation, major civil offenses, etc.), but some degree of local control over
secondary matters  and authority in  religious matters  (violations of  religious law,  minor  crimes,  etc.)  were granted to
occupied peoples like the Jewish nation.  Lawyers  like this  man would be involved in  cases involving these kinds of
matters. 

2 This verse in Deuteronomy is the “John 3:16” of the Old Testament. The gospel was revealed in the Old Testament in
terms of a covenant, which was a common cultural concept that people then understood. A covenant was a social contract
between two parties that established a relationship, be it a political covenant (i.e., treaties), business covenants (business
agreements), or personal covenants, such as marriage. This verse is the essence of the OT covenant, for it says that one
must truly love God, and thus have a personal relationship with God. The lawyer, like other religious leaders of his day,
obviously did not understand what God intended by this verse. They understood loving God only in terms of religious
works and rituals that one did to earn salvation, and loving one's neighbor only in terms of loving fellow Jewish people. T
Jesus does not give him the four spiritual laws or preach to him about repentance. Rather, he tries to show the man that
he does not understand the OT teaching about love. Similarly today, many religious people claim to believe in God, but
are not truly born again. In that case, we might challenge their understanding of what it means to “believe in Christ” first,
before dealing with other issues. 
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good technique to use when some moral skeptics or religious people ask us about God.

The man wanted to justify himself, to look good, and also to be spiritually justified by obeying the law.
In typical lawyer fashion, he tried to get around the law and make it more suitable for his tastes. Jesus agrees with
him on the surface, but tells a parable about what it means, and to challenge his beliefs. The different gospel
accounts of this are similar, but in Luke Jesus also tells the man that he needs to follow him. The lawyer thought
that loving God just meant obeying the commands of the law; for Jesus, it means following him, and thus full and
sincere commitment to God. This is what salvation is about. 

Like Jesus, we have to challenge a popular notion that says, “let me interpret the Bible my way, to suit
my lifestyle”, rather than changing and conforming to biblical teaching. The man’s original question was about
inheriting eternal life. Jesus is saying, that inheriting eternal life requires you to reach out to the unloved (as God
did for us). Jesus is not implying that we must earn eternal life by being good to others, but that such behavior
will demonstrate eternal life. 

Setting.

The characters were going down from Jericho in the Jordan Valley to Jerusalem, which is in the high
country. The route consisted of a 20km road that was notoriously dangerous, long, narrow, and winding through
rocky terrain, which made it easy for country robbers to hide and attack people. So it had a reputation of being
dangerous for travelers up into the twentieth century. However, robbers did not attack priests or Levites due to
their religious stature (who would be recognizable by their religious attire), but others were “fair game”. They
stripped him (probably down to  his  undergarments),  which is  significant;  since  various  ethnic  groups wore
distinctive clothing, it would hard to tell whether the man was a Jew.

The characters.

Of course, one would expect the priest to be an example of godliness, love, and mercy. He had to teach
the Law and pray several times daily. Jericho was a major area where priests lived when not on duty – about
12,000 priests lived there at  the time. This priest  may have been returning home after his period of temple
service. One possible reason for not rendering help could be that priests would not want to defile themselves by
touching a Gentile or a dead man (or a man about to die), or being within 2m of a dead body, in obedience to
religious laws of personal cleanliness. Under the Mosaic Law, touching or being near a dead person made one
ceremonially unclean (Num. 19:11). Such defilement would be embarrassing for a priest returning from religious
duty, and would be seen as a threat to his own spiritual purity. His “rule book” approach to spirituality excused
his behavior, and he might have even thought that he was obeying God by doing so. His system of rules trumped
love of God and neighbor, and so his faith was one that did not translate to proper action. 

Levites served as helpers for priests in various temple duties. They were not under the same regulations
that the priests were, so he at least stopped and looked at the victim. Perhaps because he could not identify the
man as a Jew, he also decided not to get involved. The fact that Jesus cast both the priest and the Levite as
antagonists or as unloving characters  is  not  only ironic,  given the religious culture  where they were highly
respected, but is an indictment against the hypocritical religious establishment of his day. 

They came upon the man “by chance”, implying they habitually traveled that road, and maybe implied
that they habitually ignored other’s needs. Judaism has always upheld the sanctity of human life, and has taught
that almost all the laws could be broken in order to protect life (cf. Lk. 13:15; a concept called Pikuach Nefesh).
Only the high priest would be constrained from helping under these circumstances (Lev. 21:11). Even if they
believed he was already dead, they were obligated to help; providing burial for a stranger was also considered an
important good deed in Judaism. The priest and the Levite may have passed by because they believed the man
was not their neighbor.

The Samaritans were a Gentile people mostly living in Samaria, north of Israel. Their origins go back to
the time of the Assyrian Captivity, when Assyria conquered Israel in 722 B.C. and took many of the Jews there
into captivity.  To keep the land from becoming desolate,  and to reduce the possibility of occupied peoples
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throughout their empire from become restless and causing problems, they sometimes deported conquered peoples
from one area to another. So some pagans were settled in northern Israel, which later became Samaria (2 Kings
17).  The Jews still  living there intermarried with Assyrians and other non-Jews, and over time the religious
practices of the Jews there became mixed with pagan influences. They even developed their own scriptures,
consisting of a sort of Old Testament with pagan alterations. Their ethnic and religious mixing was unforgivable
for the Jews of the south, who believed that the Samaritans had clearly forfeited their Jewish heritage. When the
Jews returned to Judah and Jerusalem after the Babylonian captivity and began to rebuild Jerusalem and the
temple, the Samaritans offered to help. The Jews despised them and refused their  help, and the Samaritans
responded in anger by building their own temple on Mt. Gerizim. This temple became the center of their rival
religion, which aggravated the Jewish hostility toward Samaritans. The Jews came to despise the Samaritans
further as half-breeds and pagans, and considerable ethnic and religious tension continued to exist between Jews
and Samaritans. This is alluded to in the dialogue between Jesus and the Samaritan woman in John 4. So strong
was their hostility that Jews completely avoiding traveling through Samaria. When traveling to other regions like
Galilee, Jews always avoided Samaria, the shortest route, and took the long route around it via the Decapolis (the
“ten cities”, a Gentile area). The term ‘Samaritan’ was also used as an insult for a Jewish who did closely observe
Jewish religious tradition (Jn 8:48). 

The Samaritan’s response. 

The story here takes  an even more ironic  twist,  which would have shocked Jewish listeners,  as  the
Samaritan turns out to be the moral hero here. The Samaritan field compassion (Greek: splagchnizomai, “to be
moved in one’s heart or emotions”). The nearest inn would be in the Jericho area, where Samaritans would be
unwelcome (Jews there would even assume that  the Samaritan was responsible for the man’s  injuries).  The
Samaritan not only helps the victim, but goes beyond all normal expectations and makes sure the man is cared for
until he recovers. He does not need to stop and weigh his actions or the man’s ethnic identity, but reacts promptly
out of the compassion of his character. So the Samaritan left the victim at an inn to rehabilitate, and he paid
generously for his care (two denarii would be enough for the man to stay and eat for about three weeks).. This is
not what Jesus’ listeners would expect from a Samaritan, and certainly not like to hear of a Jew being helped by a
Samaritan. Jesus intends this story to be scandalous, even offensive. When the lawyer answers Jesus parting
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question, he avoids the word Samaritan. But if even a Samaritan is your neighbor, then everyone is. Jesus is
speaking out against ethnic and racial stereotypes, favoritism, and ethnocentrism. 

Conclusion.

After the parable, Jesus commands the man to “go and do likewise”. The real question is not “Who is my
neighbor?" but "Am I a good neighbor?" Are our lives a good witness and testimony, in our kindness, love,
mercifulness,  compassion  toward  others,  helpfulness,  politeness,  etc.?  Are  our  lives  a  blessing  to  fellow
believers? To non-believers? Do we love others more than ourselves? Do we follow Jesus’ example? Are our
love and good nature qualities that are automatic, natural and sincere, or arbitrary, phony, or something we force
ourselves to do when we need to? 

We need to examine ourselves for things that make us less than good neighbors. Patriotism in some
forms is fine, but nationalism is an unbiblical extreme. If we think our nation, culture, or group is superior to
others, that is simply sinful pride. Similarly, favoritism (James 2:1-5) toward those who look better, are richer, or
whose association can yield  some advantage  for  us  is  wrong.  Religious  pride  can  easily infect  individuals,
churches, and fellowships, in many forms – where religious people think they are better than non-believers, or
don’t bother to befriend and reach out to the lost; where they really think their denomination is “the best”, or that
other Christian denominations are inferior. Or sometimes churches compete with others for believers to join their
group, rather than growing their church through evangelism. Social cliquishness – where we form tightly knit
social groups where new people cannot easily be accepted, or where we simply keep to our own clique of people
without admitting others – is merely a form of favoritism or pride. Or most of all, simply being wrapped up in our
own world can keep us from being concerned about the plight of others in need. 

Discussion questions.
General purpose.

What would be the moral or main points of this story? What was Jesus concluding remark to this man?

What does this parable teach about the kingdom of God?

What does “kingdom of God” or “kingdom of heaven” mean?

How does Jesus want the man to change his attitude or his actions?  Is there a connection between loving
God and loving others? (cf. 1 John 4:20-21) Who are your enemies? Do you treat them in unloving ways?
How should you behave toward those we hate or despise? Is the gospel just for people like us? Is it just
people like ourselves that we should help? 

Is the lawyer’s question a reasonable one? Why do you think he asked it? How would you answer this
question? Why did Jesus respond in the way he did? 

What does the verse from Deuteronomy mean?  Does the lawyer actually understand it? What is seriously
lacking in his understanding of this verse? In what way is this verse an Old Testament form of the gospel? In
what way would it be a “John 3:16” of the Old Testament? 

Why did the lawyer ask who his neighbor was? Why did Jesus tell this parable? 

Is Jesus teaching that we can be saved by being good to others? Why does Jesus tell him just this parable?
Why not a full presentation of the gospel and the lawyer’s need for repentance? Why does Jesus just deal
with his concept of love? 

What was the answer to the lawyer’s question about who our neighbors are?  How should we treat our
neighbor? (see Luke 10:27, 36-37; Prov. 14:21; Rom. 13:9-10; Gal. 6:7-10.)
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The characters.

What character traits were missing in the priest and Levite? Why did Jesus cast them as the “bad guys” of
the story?  Was there any reason not to help the man? Why did they ignore him? What should they have
done? (Exodus 23:4-5) 

What did the Samaritan do?  What is different about the Samaritan's attitude?  What characteristics did he
show? What made his actions stand out? Why did he help? Would he have been criticized for not helping?
Did the Samaritan do the minimum for the man? In what way did he take a risk in helping the man? 

What were the current relations between Jesus & the Samaritans? (cf. Luke 9:51-55) Why do you think Jesus
picked a Samaritan to be the hero of the story? What point is He trying to get across? Is Jesus saying the
Samaritans are better than the Jews? Would the story have had the same edge if it had been a Jew helping a
Samaritan? A Roman helping a Jew / a Jew helping a Roman? 

Who would be the equivalent of a Samaritan for you? 

Christian service.

When do the following keep us from being good spiritual neighbors: 

• pride, self-consciousness
• lack of compassion/love
• numbness, insensitivity to others’ needs
• lack of trust in God
• not understanding the heart of God
• concern for personal convenience; “I have more important things to do” or “I’m too busy”
• wrong heart motives

What motives, worldly loyalties, favorite sins, or desires that come between you and God? 

What motives, worldly loyalties, favorite sins, or desires keep you from being a good, godly neighbor? 

What does this story say about racism among believers? Can a Christian maintain racist or ethnocentric
views? What are some types of ethnocentric or selfish views that Christians sometimes have? 

What might keep Christians from serving like the Samaritan? What might keep Christians from loving like
the Samaritan?

What is legalism? How can legalism get in the way of godly behavior and attitudes toward others? Religious
pride? Can you give some examples? Do you try too hard to be good in your own strength? Do you try to
win God’s favor by doing so? Why then is it easy for us to fall into this kind of trap?

In what ways do believers try so hard to follow the letter of the law that they do the bare minimum to obey
God?  Or  act  inconsistently,  hypocritically,  or  unlovingly  toward  others?   When  does  helping  others
sometimes require taking risk or inconveniencing ourselves? Give some examples. Do you need an official
title or duty in order to serve others? 

How can we be better neighbors to fellow believers outside our church / fellowship? In our community? To
non-believing friends and relatives? To the poor and needy?

Someday when you have a regular job, what do you plan to do with your money? Have you thought about
how you can use it for the sake of God's kingdom and glory? 

What would he want you to do with your money? Your degree? 
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Right now, what would God want you to do with your time, talents, resources? 

Witness and relations with non-believers.

What do you think of the “pop philosophy” saying that there’s good to be found in everybody?3

The priest and Levite seem to have considered themselves “off duty” in terms of service. Do you sometimes
think and act like this – do you have your spiritual “off duty” modes? When? Toward whom? 

Did the priest and Levite also hurt the victim in some way? How does our inaction, negligence, inattention,
or  lack  of  love  toward  others  cause  harm  to  others?  Give  some  specific  examples,  and  explain  the
motivations or attitudes behind them. 

In what ways do you sometimes rationalize not being a good neighbor? Not getting involved in helping
others?  Fearing  commitment?  Not  befriending  others?  Not  reaching  out  to  the  lost?  Not  seeking  out
opportunities, but just passively waiting? 

Can you be a “good Samaritan” with insincere motives? Will it be a good witness? Will God bless it?

What if others take advantage of your kindness? Should you avoid being nice to such people? Should you let
them take advantage of you? If you do, is that a good witness? Is that what Jesus meant by “turning the other
cheek”?

Prayer.
Share prayer requests. Pray about your heart motives, and whether they are appropriately focused on

God or yourself. Examine your attitude of love and devotion to God, compassion and witness to others, and
brotherly/sisterly love to other believers. Pray about any motives, worldly loyalties, favorite sins, or desires
that come between you and God – that take your focus away from God. And pray for any that also prevent
you from being a good, godly neighbor to others. 

3 A trick question. There’s good and bad in everyone, because all are sinners, but are also made in God’s image, and thus
have spiritual  worth and dignity.  We love others  not because they are morally “good” but because God loves them,
created them, and died for them.
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