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Session Four:  The Good Samaritan   
 
Prayer 
 
Read the text: Luke 10: [25-28] 29-37 [with pre-verses] 
 
The parable in the larger context of Luke’s overall message and themes  

 More than the other three Gospels, Luke emphasizes Jesus’ special attention and 
concern for those on the margins.   

 Jesus comes in the line of the Old Testament prophets who preached the necessity of 
care for strangers, widows, orphans, the poor; who preached condemnation of the self-
righteous and hard of heart, and those who rely on their riches for salvation.  

 The compassion and mercy of the Lord is also heavily emphasized in Luke’s text.  

 The parable of the Good Samaritan is found only in Luke’s Gospel and aligns well with 
this emphasis of Luke.  

 
Location within the text of Luke’s Gospel: 

 The parable of the Good Samaritan occurs well into Luke’s narrative.  

 It is offered by Jesus in the early portion of his journey to Jerusalem which for Luke is a 
major section of the text. 

 The decision to leave the Galilean ministry and head to Jerusalem is one that leads Jesus 
to intentionally confront his coming passion and death, and he uses the journey south to 
deliver important teachings.  

 Luke notes that as Jesus begins this journey, he is rejected almost immediately in the 
towns of Samaria, through which he must pass if he is to take the most direct way to 
Jerusalem from Galilee.  This rejection by the Samaritans sets a key backdrop to the 
coming parable which occurs soon after.  

 The telling of the parable is occasioned most directly by a question about the law and 
who is one’s neighbor.  

 
Commentary on the Parable Itself: 
 
Some explanation about the Samaritans: who were they?  

 Samaria is a geographical region between Galilee in the north where Jesus did most of 
his public works, and Judea and Jerusalem in the south.   

 Due to several centuries of difficult religious and political arguments, the Samaritans 
saw themselves as authentic adherents to Judaism who rejected the idea that Jerusalem 
and its Temple were the proper center of Jewish religious authority.   

 They had their own worship site and their own line of interpretation of the Scriptures.  

 The Jews in communion with the Jerusalem Temple considered the Samaritans religious 
and political enemies, and anyone who interacted with them was made ritually impure.    
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 There are some similarities in their situation to that of Catholics and Lutherans in the 
prior century who both considered themselves Christians but who often had strong 
disagreements about the legitimacy of the other’s teachings and authority.  

 
The Jerusalem to Jericho Road 

 Jesus himself traveled this route often in his life, including as an infant. 

 He will travel it again later in the Gospel as he travels up from Jericho after meeting 
Zacchaeus the tax collector, right before the feast of Passover.  

 The road was heavily traveled by pilgrims from the north who had to go around 
Samaria, and the pathway through the Judean Desert, through valleys and ravines, 
allowed thieves to easily hide in the rocks and surprise travelers.  It was known to be a 
dangerous road if one traversed it alone.  

 
The Characters:  

 There is the traveler who is robbed and brutally wounded, and left for dead.  

 There are the three passers-by.  

 The first two travelers on the road should have been models of compassion and concern 
for this wounded stranger: a priest and a Levite.  

 A priest:  the priests of the old temple typically served in the temple offering sacrifices 
on the altar on a rotating system throughout the year; the rest of the year they worked 
at other trades.  They rotated in and out of the temple on shifts or terms and usually 
lived not far from Jerusalem.  

 It is possible that this priest was on the way to Jerusalem to take his turn offering 
sacrifices and knew that if he had contact with blood from an injury he would make 
himself ritually impure.   

 In which case he would be an example of how strict obedience to the ritual purity laws 
with the incorrect attitude about them leads people to violate the basic law of charity.   

 Remember that this whole story unfolds in the middle of a debate about the law. 

 Levites: The tribe of Israel out of which most of the priests came to be chosen.  In the 
context of this story, the Levite represents another group closely associated with the 
temple and its rules; the Levites were an assisting group for the temple sacrifices.  

 The Samaritan traveler turns out to be the one who shows true compassion for this 
victim.  

 
Where is the twist or the unexpected element?  

 That a Samaritan, as the sworn enemy of the nation, would be the hero who truly lives 
the law of love, and who answers the question of who is one’s neighbor.  

 The answer to the lawyer’s opening question is:  everyone is my neighbor, and everyone 
must be treated with compassion.  

 This goes beyond the mere letter of the law in the tradition that implied that loving 
another as one’s own self most likely implied members of the nation, as one’s most 
intimate blood and kin.  
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 As heretics, the Samaritans were not considered “neighbors” in the obligation of charity. 
Samaritans did not consider Jews neighbors either.   

 Consider the previous story of rejection by the Samaritans.  It was deliberate of Jesus 
that after that situation he chose to tell a story in which a member of the very group 
that was rejecting him turns out to be the hero.    

 This is not an endorsement by Jesus of the rejection but is instead a means for him to 
show his radical charity and broad understanding of neighbor that he chooses to love 
the Samaritans anyway, even in their rejection.   

 The scholar of the law is so deeply, personally challenged by the story, that even after 
hearing of the compassion of his enemy, he is not even able to mouth the name 
“Samaritan” when Jesus asks who the true neighbor was?   “The one who treated him 
with mercy” is all he can say.  

 The Samaritan does not get caught up in the legal question of who is his neighbor in the 
law by obligation.  His heart is simply moved with compassion, to his very depths.  
Nothing else needs to be debated or said.  Human need is human need- period.  

 
One Ancient Allegorical reading:  

 Allegory: from the early Christian named Origen:  the victim of the robbers is humanity, 
or the sinful soul, the priest is the old law, the Levite is the prophets, the Samaritan is 
Christ, the beast of burden is his body carrying our nature, the Inn is the Church.     

 Saint Augustine had a similar read to the story. 
 
What does it reveal about the Kingdom of God and the Lord? 

 For one, the fate of the traveler on the Jericho Road is a foreshadowing of the pathway 
of the Lord who walks the dangerous way among sinners and who is harmed.  [more in 
the next video]  

 Using the allegorical reading, it reveals God’s amazing love for humanity.  

 The Kingdom of God demands amazing charity. God’s expectation of us is that we show 
love especially in the most difficult of circumstances.  

 The charity expected by those who would inherit the Kingdom of God is radical and 
boundless.  

 The boundaries of the Kingdom of God are not confined to earthly national boundaries 
or often even to religious, credal boundaries.  The non-Jew in this story showed the true 
compassion of the Kingdom of God.  

 
What does it reveal about us? 

 We are great at making excuses to avoid sacrificing for the good of others.  Often we use 
religious law to do so.   

 We are capable of radical charity as well; the Lord would not have told the story if he did 
not know that it is possible for us to rise to this level.  

 The story explains what it is that has made it possible for Christians, and others, to be so 
dedicated to service to the sick and the needy:  love of God and neighbor.  
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What choice does it demand?  

 A self-examination about what it is in my heart that makes me hesitate or stop short of 
going out of my way for someone else.  Why do I pause?  

 
End of Session Four 
 
  


