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At that time a lawyer stood up to pose this problem to Jesus: 
"Teacher, what must I do to inherit everlasting life?"   

The lawyer knew the answer to this question, as did every Jewish 

man, woman and child. It is the great commandment in 

Deuteronomy chapter 6: 

Hear, O Israel: The LORD our God is one LORD; and you 
shall love the LORD your God with all your heart, and 
with all your soul, and with all your might. And these 
words which I command you this day shall be upon 
your heart; and you shall teach them diligently to your 
children, and shall talk of them when you sit in your 
house, and when you walk by the way, and when you 
lie down, and when you rise. And you shall bind them 
as a sign upon your hand, and they shall be as frontlets 
between your eyes.  And you shall write them on the 
doorposts of your house and on your gates (Dt 6:4–9). 

And closely related to this, is the commandment in Leviticus: 

You shall not take vengeance or bear any grudge 
against the sons of your own people, but you shall love 
your neighbor as yourself: I am the LORD (LEV 19:18). 

What was the problem that this lawyer was posing to Jesus? 

There was no problem. Rather, the lawyer had a hidden motive, 

which Luke tells us, is that he wished to justify himself.  So, in 

stereotypical-lawyer-style, he asks Jesus, “And who is my 

neighbor?"  This is the kind of question that is typically aimed at 

generating useless debates over that which is self-evident. It is one 

of the things that we do to rationalize our behavior and justify 

ourselves.  Jesus is not taken in by this, but instead, gets the man to 

answer his own question. After telling the parable of the Good 

Samaritan, Jesus asks the lawyer: 

‘Which of these three, in your opinion, was neighbor to the 

man who fell in with the robbers?’ The answer came, ‘The 

one who treated him with compassion." Jesus said to the 

lawyer, ‘Then go and do the same’. 

It was a Samaritan, whom the lawyer would have distained, who 

was neighbor to the man who had fallen in with robbers. This must 

have been a hard pill for the lawyer to swallow.  This would mean 

that the Samaritan was the lawyer’s neighbor, as was the man to 

whom the Samaritan showed compassion.   

Who, then, is one’s neighbor? The commandment says, 

“…you shall love your neighbor as yourself (Lev 19:18).  This is not 

saying that we should love someone only as much, or to the extent 

that we love ourselves.  It means to love one’s neighbor as someone 
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who is like yourself, that is, a fellow human being, who, by nature, 

possesses the value and dignity that is owed to everyone.   

Someone is our neighbor because they are one like us. It is 

based on nature – human nature and not anything else.  And so, in 

the Gospel of Matthew, Jesus says: 

You have heard that it was said, ‘You shall love your 
neighbor and hate your enemy.’ But I say to you, ‘Love 
your enemies and pray for those who persecute you, 
so that you may be sons of your Father who is in 
heaven; for he makes his sun rise on the evil and on 
the good, and sends rain on the just and on the unjust’ 
(Mt 5:43–45). 

Who is my neighbor? We must rise above whether they are saint or 

sinner, whether they love or hate us; whether we like them or not, 

and be compassionate as our heavenly Father is compassionate. In 

the words of our Divine Savior: 

You will [then] be sons of the Most High; for he is kind to 
the ungrateful and the selfish. Be merciful, even as your 
Father is merciful (Lk 6:35–36). 

In our present culture, however, vast numbers of people no 

longer understand what it means to be compassionate. On the one 

hand, very many are without basic mercy toward others.  The 

insensitivity and apathy regarding the dignity of human life, 

particularly in the womb, is but one example of this. On the other 

hand, many confuse compassion with being permissive, giving 

anyone whatever they want, even supporting them in sin and error. 

Doing this sort of thing is not compassion, but a glaring lack of 

compassion. There is no such thing as love without truth.  Is it 

compassionate to let a child play with matches because it pleases 

him? Certainly not, because the truth is that playing with matches is 

dangerous. 

Jesus is perfectly compassionate and merciful.  His love is 

without compare.  And for this compassion and love, they murdered 

Him. One cannot separate compassion and love from the truth 

about what is good and what is evil. The Pharisees, however, 

rejected the truth, which is the very reason that they were without 

compassion and mercy. Our Lord says of them:  
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They tie up heavy, burdensome loads and lay them on 
men’s shoulders, but they themselves are not willing to lift a 
finger to move them (Matt 23:4). 

If we are compassionate, then, we are seeking the true good for 

another, even if we are unappreciated, misunderstood or even 

hated for it. There is no compassion, and no love, without the truth. 

 The word com-passion literally means, to suffer with. It is an 

awareness of the sufferings of others, and a willingness to help 

them bear it, and if possible, to bear their suffering with them. Jesus 

is the example of what it means to be compassionate.  He is the true 

Son of God, who, like His Father in heaven, is compassionate and 

merciful. Thus, when we are compassionate and merciful, we are 

imitators of our Father who is in heaven.  

Can we begin to see how the first and second 

commandments are related? The first and greatest commandment 

is to love God with all our heart, mind, soul and strength. The 

second is like it because in loving our neighbor we are honoring and 

 
1 St. Basil the Great, Catena Aurea, ed. John Henry Newman, vol. 3 (Oxford: 
John Henry Parker, 1843), 368. 

imitating God, and we are doing what He does. It is an act of love 

toward God to love one’s neighbor, because God loves them. We 

fulfil the first commandment by keeping the second, the love of 

neighbor. In the words of our Father, St. Basil the Great: 

The love of God then is the first and chief command, but the 
second, as filling up the first and filled up by it, bids us to 

love our neighbor.1 

The Good Samaritan, then, is an example of a true neighbor 

because he has compassion on the man who fell in with robbers.  

He does not question who this man is, where he is from, what he 

believes, or has done in his life. His compassion is not based on any 

of these things, but on the truth of this man’s humanity.  

Many of the early Fathers of the Church, in great detail, treat 

the parable of the Good Samaritan as an allegory.  Jesus is like the 

Samaritan in his compassion for us sinners, and the man 

beaten by robbers is an apt symbol for Adam and our fallen 
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human condition. The inn to which the Samaritan took the 

man is the Church. The compassion of our Divine Savior 

towards us, however, far exceeds the example of the 

Samaritan, or anything we could ever imagine.   

In the Gospel of John, Jesus says, “As the Father has loved 

me, so have I loved you” (John 15:9). And in another place, 

Jesus, speaking of the Father, says, 

The glory which you have given me I have given to 
them, that they may be one even as we are one, I in 
them and you in me, that they may become perfectly 
one, so that the world may know that you have sent 
me and have loved them even as you have loved me 
(John 17:22–23). 

The love between the Father and the Son is the love by which 

the Father and the Son love us. These two passages are some 

of the most profound of the entire NT.  Some of the early 

Fathers describe the Holy Spirit as the love between the 

Father and the Son. Thus, are we caught up in the inner life 

and love of the Holy Trinity.  In simple terms, God loves us as 

He loves Himself. This is what it means for us to share in the 

divine nature, what we call theosis.  This is the meaning of the 

commandments to love God and neighbor. When we are 

compassionate, when we are a neighbor to our fellow human 

beings, we are imitating and participating in the life of the 

Holy Trinity. Our share in divine life is such that our Lord 

would say, “Whatsoever you do to the least, you do it to me” 

(Matt 25:40). 

Let us, then, pray to the Holy Trinity to fill us with the 

divine life, love and compassion of the Father, Son and Holy 

Spirit. Let us strive, with all our strength, to love God and to be 

compassionate toward our neighbor.  This is what we must do 

to inherit eternal life. 


