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Luke 10:36-37 

“’Which of these three, do you think, proved to be a neighbour to the man who fell among 

the robbers?’ He said, ‘The one who showed him mercy.’ And Jesus said to him, ‘You go, 

and do likewise.’” 

The parable of the Good Samaritan is probably Jesus’ most well-known parable. If people know 

the 23rd Psalm, the Lord’s Prayer and John 3:16, they will probably also know the story of the 

‘Good Samaritan.’ It’s got all the elements of a good story! An ambitious lawyer, who wants to 

make himself look good at Jesus’ expense. Brutal thieves, who attack a man in a lonely place and 

leave him to die on the side of the road. Two heartless clergy, who callously ignore a brother in 

faith, as he lies bleeding at their feet. Enter the Samaritan! He puts his life at risk and gives of his 

personal resources to help a stranger in need. In our better moments we aspire to be good 

Samaritans. If we are ever in need like the man on the road, we hope the Lord in His kindness, 

will see fit to send a Good Samaritan our way. Although it is framed by violence and the 

hardness of the human heart that turns away from those who are in need, it is a story of kindness. 

Most people understand the parable as a story of human kindness. People who render assistance 

to strangers are called “Good Samaritans.” There are so called “Good Samaritan laws,” to protect 

people who help strangers from malicious liability. Some countries have a “Good Samaritan 

law,” and prosecute people who fail to render assistance and instead walk away, or stand and 

take pictures. The parable is used to motivate people to be kind, as an example of loving service. 

Throughout the ages Christians have sought to follow in the footsteps of the Good Samaritan, by 

establishing hostels for travelers, hospitals for the ill and injured and hospices for the dying. All 

of which is well and good, for as Moses said in Leviticus, believers should love the Lord their 

God with their whole heart and love their neighbour as themselves. 

But Jesus told the story not simply to motive compassion and inspire human kindness. The 

human kindness in the story is small compared to the violence of the thieves and the callousness 

of the priest and Levite. Jesus told the parable to underscore human sinfulness, so we would see 

that it is impossible for sinful human beings to love God with our whole heart and love our 

neighbours as ourselves. Jesus told the story as an illustration of divine kindness. God is the one 

who shows Himself our neighbour by having mercy on us. As much as we would like to identify 

with the Good Samaritan, our sinful nature naturally inclines to the behaviour of the priest and 

Levite. Human beings are every person in the story, but the Good Samaritan. Jesus is the Good 

Samaritan who helps us in the peril of sin and saves us from eternal death through the blood of 

His cross. 

The story was occasioned by a question posed by a man who asked what he needed to do to 

inherit eternal life. An important question of ultimate meaning. Truly, no question is more 

important! But, he wasn’t seeking eternal life, or even a deeper understanding. He was an expert 

in the laws and traditions of the Jewish people. He already had his answer as he understood the 

question. He asked in order to make himself look righteous at Jesus’ expense. He was fishing for 

an argument, baiting Jesus to find something against Him, if He gave a different answer. Every 

Jew knew they needed two things to inherit eternal life. First, they needed to be Jews, 

descendants of Abraham and Sarah. Salvation was for the Jews. Secondly, they needed to live in 

obedience to the law God gave through Moses at Mount Sinai. Salvation was for Jews who kept 

the law! Before giving His opinion, Jesus directed him to the scriptures, asking, “What is written 

in the law? How do you understand it?” The Lawyer recited Moses saying, “Love the Lord your 

God with your whole heart…and love your neighbour as yourself.” The man answered his own 



question. Jesus seemed to affirm his understanding. He said, “You have answered correctly; do 

this and you will live.” 

On the surface that should have settled the matter, but the expert in the law sensed that Jesus 

understood the question of eternal life differently. He wanted to make himself look big and so he 

asked, “Who is my neighbour?” In the story the neighbour is the one who helped the man left 

injured by robbers on the side of the road. The neighbour is identified by Jesus, not primarily as 

the man who receives help, but as the one who renders assistance to the person in need. To love 

God is to love others and to express that love by extending help to them in their need. It is to 

render assistance even at risk of personal safety, for the robbers could have been close at hand. It 

is to care for others even at personal cost, for the Samaritan paid for the injured man’s care out of 

his own resources. All that probably would have been fine with the expert in the law, except that 

the man who had acted the part of the neighbour was a Samaritan. In the lawyer’s mind the 

Samaritan was already disqualified from inheriting eternal life, because he was not a descendant 

of Abraham and Sarah! Jesus’ answer showed that he had a very different answer to the question 

of inheriting eternal life than what was offered by experts in the law and commonly assumed by 

people in general. 

If you asked, ‘what we must do to inherit eternal life,’ most people would refer to their good 

deeds, or to the fewness of their bad deeds. As a last resort people might claim not to be as bad 

as someone else. What must we do to receive an inheritance? I guess, if we are nice someone 

might remember us in their will. I suppose, if we continue to be kind, they won’t cut us out of 

their will. Jesus seems agree. He identifies the neighbour as the one who showed mercy and says 

to the lawyer, “You go, and do likewise.” That’s the most important part of the dialogue, because 

rather than affirming our ability to love our neighbour as ourselves, or earn our inheritance in 

heaven, Jesus is in fact calling us and the expert in the law to realize how often we have failed to 

love our neighbour by showing her or him, mercy. We are every person in the parable except the 

Good Samaritan. We need God to release from our sins, heal us of their injury and restore us to 

life. The inheritance of eternal life is the gift of God, given through Christ Jesus. 

The Jews and the Samaritans had an ancient and complicated relationship. The Samaritans were 

the descendants of the peoples left behind after the Assyrians removed the ten northern tribes 

from the land of Israel and dispersed them throughout their empire. They left only the poorest of 

the land and replaced those deported with captives from other conquered nations. The Samaritans 

were a mixed race, descended from the intermarriages of Hebrews and peoples relocated to Israel 

from other lands. When the tribe of Judah returned from exile in Babylon two centuries later, the 

Samaritans opposed the reconstruction of the Jerusalem temple. At Jesus’ time the Samaritans 

competed with the descendants of the tribe of Judah, known as Jews, claiming to worship the 

same God, but in the proper way. The relationship between Jews and Samaritans was filled with 

centuries of animosity. When Jesus disputed with the religious leaders at the temple they said, 

“Are we not right in saying that you have a demon and are a Samaritan?” The greatest insult a 

Jew could hurl at a fellow Jew was to call him or her a ‘Samaritan.’ 

The Samaritans didn’t think kindly of the Jews either. They had their own temple and looked 

with scorn on the temple in Jerusalem. They refused to allow Jewish pilgrims passage through 

their territory to worship at the Jerusalem temple. A Samaritan village refused to receive Jesus 

and the disciples, because they were Jews on their way to Jerusalem. We call the man in the 

parable the ‘Good Samaritan,’ but good is a relative term, as we compare ourselves to fellow 

sinners. The Samaritan was good in comparison to the violence of the robbers and the 

indifference of the clerics, but in comparison to God there is no one who is good. As Isaiah said, 



“All have sinned and fallen short of the glory of God.” Jesus uses the Samaritan as a good 

example not to exalt the Samaritans, but to show the expert in the law his sin, so we would see 

how hard it is to truly keep the law and that eternal life is not something earned, deserved, or 

received by biological inheritance; but is a gift received from God. The Samaritan represents 

God, who in mercy has shown Himself to be our neighbour by giving Jesus to be our Saviour. 

Parables are illustrations from everyday life that impart a heavenly meaning. They turn things 

upside down and challenge our assumptions about ourselves, other people and how God works in 

the world. They show God at work in the human heart in mundane events of life. They show the 

heart of God and reveal the human heart. This parable turned everything upside down in terms of 

Jewish / Samaritan relations and the relationship between God and all human beings. It 

challenges us to love God by loving others. It incites our guilty conscience by reminding us of 

the times that we have been more like the bad guys in the parable than the good guy, in our 

relationships with our neighbours. It shows that our most important need is for Jesus to bless us 

with His love in mercy and forgiveness. As St. John said in his first letter, “We love because He 

first loved us.” 

At times Jesus may have created illustrations for His sermons, as in the parable of the virgins 

waiting for the bridegroom. Jesus sometimes alluded to current events as illustrations for His 

sermons, as when He spoke of a tower in Siloam which collapsed and killed 18 people. This 

illustration would have hit home for every observant Jew, because all observant Jews made 

several pilgrimages to Jerusalem each year. Pilgrims were always in danger of robbers. 

Sometimes they may have encountered fellow pilgrims killed, or injured on the road. Maybe this 

expert in the law had been in such a situation. If he was he certainly wasn’t the Samaritan. What 

would we do in such a situation? We all know what we should do. We hope we would do what 

we should do, but it’s not always easy to help. Sometimes we don’t know what to do. Sometimes 

we are simply too scared even to look. Jesus’ words, “Go and do likewise,” hit like a ten ton 

weight when they aggravate a guilty conscience. The law shows us our sin. The gospel shows us 

our Saviour. The good news of the gospel is that in Jesus we have a Good Samaritan who deals 

with us in mercy, forgiving our sins, not counting our misdeeds against us. 

Jesus bless us with His love that we might live in His love; loving God by loving our neighbours 

as ourselves. Jesus bless us with His love in mercy; forgiving us when we sin against God by 

failing to love Him with our whole heart and by not loving our neighbours as ourselves. Jesus 

heal our wounds with the blood of His cross and care for us body and spirit, until He gives us 

perfect healing in the inheritance of eternal life in our share of His resurrection. In Jesus’ Name. 

Amen 

 


