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What possibly new and fresh word can I say about the parable of the Good Samaritan?  One of 

the obstacles to preaching on this parable is that it has become secularized.  The Good Samaritan 

has developed into a secularized saint.  Hospitals, helping groups, and civic awards are named 

after him.  The result is that most people pay no attention to who he is and who introduced him 

to the literary world in the first place.  In today’s world, being a Good Samaritan has become 

shorthand for helping in the soup kitchen once a week, filling food baskets for the needy at 

Christmas, or sacrificing a Saturday to work on a Habitat house.   

 

There is nothing wrong with lending a helping hand.  My problem with our secularized saint is 

that he has little resemblance to the character in Jesus’ story.  Wrenching this character out of his 

context and making him a symbol for do-gooderism misses the sharp point of the parable and 

helps us to avoid its shocking and threatening challenge.  The challenge on any given Sunday, 

when the Good Samaritan is the lesson for preaching, is to displace the distorted image of 

popular piety.   

 

This story from Luke does have parallels in Mark and Matthew, but it is significantly different in 

form and location to raise the question: Did Luke have a separate source or perhaps do some 

major editing?  The parallels are Mark 12.28-31 and Matthew 22.34-40.  Both Mark and Luke 

set their stories in Jerusalem in the closing days of Jesus’ ministry and in a series of 

controversies between Jesus and various opponents.  The significant difference between Mark 

and Luke is that Luke places this event in his travel narrative.  In Mark, the questioner is a 

scribe; in Matthew, a lawyer.  In both, the question has to do with the greatest commandment, 

and in both, Jesus supplies the answer, complete love of God and love of neighbor (Deut. 6.5; 

Lev. 19.18).  Luke’s lawyer asks, “What must I do to inherit eternal life?”  Jesus has the lawyer 

supply his own answer.   

 

Most Bible scholars today agree that there is not a significant difference between one Gospel 

writer naming the questioner a “scribe” and another writer a “lawyer.”  The Greek term nomikos, 

usually translated as lawyer, is synonymous with scribe - an expert in interpretation of Mosaic 

Law.  Also significant is the follow-up question, “Who is my neighbor?”  Remember that the 

“set up” for the first question is the narrator’s description that the lawyer wanted to test Jesus.  

The “who is my neighbor” question is an attempt to limit who it is that rightly qualifies as the 

lawyer’s neighbor.  In a sense, the lawyer wants Jesus to confine the collection of people whom 

he must love.  It is a legitimate question to ask.  The original command from Leviticus 19.17-18 

specifies the command to love the neighbor, defined as “your kin” and “any of your people.”  In 

other words, the Jews of Jesus’ day understood the command to love neighbor to mean that they 

were to show compassion for other Jews.   

 

How do we “see” the characters of the priest and the Levite?  They need not be immediately 

turned into bad guys.  They need not be seen as either hardhearted and calloused or too prissy to 



get their hands dirty.  Their decision to pass by on the other side would not have been a surprise 

to, nor would it have been condemned by, Jesus’ hearers.  The victim in the ditch could have 

been dead, at least he appeared “half dead” and priests were forbidden from going where there 

was a dead body (see Lev. 21.10-11).  It is easy to interpret their actions as the traditional way 

religious figures would deal with a similar situation.   

 

The so called “Good Samaritan” really was a despised person.  For the lawyer and the Jews in 

Jesus’ audience, there was no misunderstanding about Samaritans.  If you have not been reading 

through Luke with the lectionary, go back and check the story in 9.52-54; a Samaritan village 

denied welcome to Jesus and the disciples, and James and John wanted to call down fire to 

consume it.  The Samaritans were half-breeds who blended with the victorious Assyrian invaders 

in the eighth century BC (722).  According to Ezra 4.2-5 and Neh.2.19, the Samaritans opposed 

the rebuilding of the Jerusalem Temple because they had established their own temple on Mt. 

Gerizim.  According to some sources the Samaritan temple was destroyed by one of the Jewish 

high priests.  In today’s vernacular we would say that the Samaritan is the ultimate outsider.   

After telling the parable Jesus asks the lawyer, “Who is my neighbor?”  The lawyer is forced to 

acknowledge that the despised Samaritan plays the role of neighborliness by all he does for the 

victim.  The Samaritan becomes the object of the command in Lev. 19.17-18, not just “your kin” 

and “any of your people.”  The result of the parable is to destroy the traditional parochial 

understanding that God’s interest is limited to “me and my family.”  The parable exposes the 

deep seated hatreds between individuals, races, and nations that have become an accepted way of 

life for what they are – racism, bigotry and meanness.   

 

The conversation between Jesus and the lawyer is a device Luke uses to introduce the parable.  

The focus of the parable is not a discussion of the kingdom of God.  The parable is not really 

about the love of God and the love of neighbor.  The parable is only about the love of neighbor.  

Twice Paul sums up the law in the command to love one’s neighbor as oneself (Rom. 13.8-9; 

Gal. 5.14).   

 

The lawyer’s question, “Who is my neighbor?” asks for a definition of the object and the extent 

of love.  Jesus’ question as to who proved to be a neighbor shifts the attention to the kind of 

person one is to be rather than to those who are and who are not one’s neighbors.  The first 

hearers of this parable realized the shocking turn in the story, shattering their categories of who 

are and who are not the people of God.  Luke is telling his congregation that the people of God 

are to act in love, love that has no boundaries, and love that expects no recompense.     
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