The Good Samaritan. Florida. January 2004.

2 Chron. 28. 8-11,14-15; Obad.11; Matt. 20.29-21.1a; Luke 10.29-37.


Revisit one of most familiar parables – known as parable of Good Samaritan (although Lord not actually call His story a ‘parable’ or its hero ‘good’).  Basic issue raised by Lord is that of my attitude towards others. Parable reveals four different ways in which I can look on other people. Running our eyes quickly down cast, not difficult to identify four categories. They are: the robbers, the priest and the Levite, the innkeeper, and, of course, the Samaritan.  Injured man is viewed in a different light by each of these characters and groups. To robbers, he is a victim to be exploited; to priest and Levite, he is a nuisance to be shunned; to innkeeper, he is a business proposition; but to Samaritan, he is a neighbour needing help. Putting it another way : the robbers create problem; priest and Levite ignore it; innkeeper treats it professionally; and Samaritan solves it.

Each character or group in story had a different philosophy of life. Motto of robbers was ‘Yours is mine if I can get it’. That of priest and Levite was ‘Mine is my own if I can keep it’. That of innkeeper was ‘Mine is yours if you can pay for it’. motto of Samaritan was ‘Mine is yours if you need it’. 

First, Lord painted scene. He began His response to lawyer's question by referring to road which went down from Jerusalem to Jericho, v. 30 – which it did quite literally by some 3,000 to 4,000 feet. A road like this was a desolate, uninspiring sort of place. No doubt Jesus intentionally chose such a scene for his story. There was no audience – there were no spectators. Each of characters were therefore free to act naturally; there was no point in play-acting or masquerading. Lord would challenge us as to how we respond to a ‘neighbour’s’ need, when there are no other Christians to look over our shoulder? But this particular road was not only lonely – it was downright dangerous. This road stretched for best part of 20 miles, and by far longest section of it was a rocky gorge passing between barren and bleak mountains. Joshua had called it ‘the wilderness that goes up from Jericho’, Josh. 16.1. This wild region lent itself naturally as a resort for bandits. With its innumerable rocks and caves, place was infested with brigands and outlaws. Road had been scene of so much violence that it earned itself rather ominous name of ‘the way (or ‘ascent’) of blood’, Jerome. (Compare ‘the ascent of Adummim’ - viz, ‘the ascent of Red’, between Jericho and Jerusalem, Josh. 15.7; 18.17.)  Not sort of place to take dog for a walk! 

Having set scene, Lord rapidly introduced first of our four categories. Enter robbers. They weren’t ‘thieves’ – they didn’t pilfer or steal. They were robbers, outlaws – they plundered and took by force. They were of Barabbas stamp, John 18.40, not that of Judas Iscariot, John 12.6. They represent the really nasty type of person who looks somebody else up and down, and asks ‘what can I get out of him?’ …  ‘what use is he to me?’ To such greedy, grasping and brutal characters, other people are simply tools to be used and exploited for their own selfish purposes. The robbers were unscrupulous and unfeeling, merciless and ruthless. In this connection, we note that they stripped their victim before they wounded him. It wasn’t then that their greed forced them into violence; it wasn’t that they were reluctantly forced to disable man to obtain his garments. Indeed, they took precaution of removing his clothes before they injured poor man – so that his garments, which were an all-important part of spoil, wouldn’t get ripped, torn or stained with blood. Then they beat, struck (literally, ‘laid blows on’), v. 30, and wounded, v. 34, man – either to ensure that he wouldn’t be able to follow them or for sheer fun of it!  Before leaving robbers, I must stop to ask, ‘Am I sure that there is there nothing of robber character in me?’ Am I never influenced by what I can get out of others? Have I never felt a sadistic sense of satisfaction and pleasure when somebody I dislike has suffered? Do I never wish ill on others - for any reason?’

Exit robber and enter Priest – or Mr ‘How-Not-to-Solve-a-Problem’, v. 31. Jesus said that priest came down ‘by chance’. It ‘just happened’, by sheer coincidence, that he passed that way. Such words must sound strange to those of us who believe in divine providence. But Jesus wished to stress the casualness of the meeting. He wanted to emphasise that there was nothing special or exceptional about encounter. Lord's intention is that I realise it is my response to ordinary, everyday affairs, accidents and situations of life, which best reveals my character. We are to ‘do good to all men’, ‘as we have... opportunity’, Gal. 6.10. 

We should note that Lord didn’t challenge orthodoxy or ability of priest. We can assume therefore that Jesus was happy for us to believe that priest was fully versed in Temple ritual – that could have put anybody right on matters of the law. Yet, sadly, he was blind to practical implications of very law which men should have sought at his mouth, Mal. 2.7 – the law which required him to assist both brother and stranger in lifting up a fallen beast, Exod. 23.5; Deut. 22.4. And this was no ox or ass that priest spied by wayside - it was his ‘neighbour’. Yet he shut ‘up his bowels of compassion from him’, 1 John 3.17. 

But if Lord didn’t challenge priest’s orthodoxy, neither did he accuse him of doing positive harm to unfortunate man on roadside. He didn’t go across to inflict further injury on motionless form or to steal any articles which robbers had missed. The ground of priest’s condemnation lay solely in that which he did not do ... that which he failed to do. His was a sin of omission. James captured spirit of it in his words, ‘to him that knows to do good, and does it not, to him it is sin’, James 4.17.

Perhaps I should pause for a moment to ask, ‘Do I never, indifferent and uncaring, walked past those in trouble? Do I never deliberately look other way and heartlessly ignore need and plight of others?’ Ah, but then I always manage to find good excuses for doing so. So, before I have ago at ‘putting forth of finger’, Isa. 58.9, at priest, I need to consider some of the plausible excuses which he could have marshalled to ‘justify himself’, v.29, and to put his conscience at rest.  

The priest might have argued that he couldn’t spare time just then. Jericho was one of principal country residences of Jerusalem priesthood. Very attractive. ‘City of palm trees’, Deut. 34.4; Josh. 3.13; 2 Chron. 28.15. Josephus = while Jerusalem shiver in snow, bask in sun!  About half of Israel's priests resided there. In all probability this one was on his way home after work in temple. There were about 100,000 priests at time – and only one temple! Whole priesthood was on duty only for the festivals of Passover, Pentecost and Tabernacles. Since days of David, they were divided into 24 courses, each of which served for another two weeks in the year, 1 Chron. 24.3-19; Luke 1.8. That is to say, a priest’s working year – at least by way of service at the Temple, consisted of no more than five weeks. It is quite likely that this priest’s course had just finished. Although he therefore faced no pressure of business, his wife knew what time to expect him and would have a nice meal ready. If he delayed to help man on road, his meal would be ruined, his wife distraught with anxiety, and his life not worth living – indeed, on balance he would probably rather face robbers. Then he could also have argued that for him to have helped might well have interfered with his own spiritual life. Prostrate form might have been that of a dead man, or, if not, he might soon die. Remember that Jesus described him as ‘half dead’. This would have proved a calamity for priest if he touched him. The priest would have been ceremonially defiled and unclean for seven days, Numb. 5.2; 19.11; Lev.21.1-4. 

Then priest might have pleaded also that he was not suitably dressed to assist. It would have been unthinkable that his splendid robes should get soiled with blood of man or dirt of road. Then he could have argued that the risk involved in helping was far too great. The unsavoury characters who had recently waylaid other poor fellow might well still have been lurking around … just ready to pounce. Indeed, was possible that they had even planted man's body as a decoy to lure others to spot. For all he knew, place may have been swarming with robbers. Why should he risk his life for that of a man concerning whom he knew nothing at all. To do so could well have meant that within five minutes or so there would have been two men ‘half-dead’ by side of road, and one of them a very valuable clergyman from the Jerusalem Temple! Again he could have argued quite plausibly that he wasn’t the right man to help in any case. The poor man evidently needed proper medical care, and he, priest, certainly wasn’t qualified/skilled to give this. He may well have done more harm than good! Now if man had only wanted a lecture on tabernacle!  Or if he – the priest – had only been author of Gospel! Priest had one final excuse – he could see someone – a Levite – coming in distance. This case was surely more in Levite’s line than his. After all, were not Levites supposed to look after the more menial tasks and to minister to needs of priesthood, Numb. 3.  It would therefore, priest could have argued, be far more appropriate for the servant to stop and aid man than for the master to do so. Yes, definitely more up his street than mine. 

Have I never excused myself from helping a neighbour on one of following grounds? – ‘I would normally have been glad to help out, but it isn’t convenient just now’ - ‘I have planned to spend next hour studying God's word, and I cannot allow my neighbour’s predicament to interfere with my own spiritual life’ - ‘It’s a pity, but I just happen to have my best suit on at moment’ - ‘Frankly the risks involved are too great’ - ‘There are others far better qualified than me to help’ - ‘I can safely leave it for somebody else to do’. 

Yes, there may be occasions when one of these ‘excuses’ constitutes a very legitimate reason for passing by. But in majority of cases they remain pathetically lame excuses. And, in sight of God, all the excuses in world fail to compensate for one work of mercy, one act of kindness, left undone. As we read, in his prophecy, Obadiah asserts that to fail to help leaves one as guilty in God's sight as the one who inflicts an injury. ‘In the day you stood on other side (stood aloof), you were even as one of them’, v.11. (Compare ‘should not’ x 8 in verses 12-14.) [‘Other side’, Obadiah 11=‘aloof’ in ‘my friends stood aloof from my stroke and my neighbours stand afar off’, Psa. 38.11 margin’]

Priest gingerly picked his way around man and passed on – and out of story, v. 31. I guess he couldn’t be seen for dust.  Enter Levite, v. 32. Like the priest, he belonged to one of Israel's privileged classes. In its translation, ‘came and looked on him’, the King James Version suggests he felt that the injured man called for closer attention than priest had given him – that the Levite stopped and carried out a thorough investigation. But alas, if so, his second thoughts were not of same quality as his first. For, his curiosity satisfied and his inspection completed, he callously continued on his way – perhaps muttering to himself that police really should do more to make the roads safe. The Levite could, of course, have advanced much same excuses for his lack of assistance as the priest. There was, however, one obvious difference. Instead of seeing somebody else coming along behind, he could see a very familiar figure ahead. It was that of the priest, disappearing over horizon as quickly as his legs could carry him. ‘Well now’, the Levite could have argued, ‘I did consider helping this poor man here, but now I really fail to see how that supplying aid can be a matter of any duty or obligation. For that worthy priest, at whose mouth men seek God’s word, has just passed by, and he obviously didn’t see it that way. Apart from which, for me now to stop and help would be to charge a highly-respected priest with being callous and hardhearted. Far be it from me to do anything to shame or embarrass one of Israel’s priesthood’. Have I never shirked and ducked my duty towards a neighbour on the ground that others have been content to do nothing?

It is at this point that Jesus introduced his hero, the Samaritan, v. 33. There is something magnificent - unspeakably noble - about way in which Lord cast the star part of his story. Only a short time before, a village of Samaritans had refused to receive him – had insulted Him, 9.51 - 55. ‘Sons of Thunder’ (James and John) had rumbled loudly that day - and were all for calling down lightning from heaven on village! But, in spite of insult and slight which he had been received from Samaritans, Jesus chose a Samaritan to be his personification of goodness and generosity.  We can almost sense shock and horror felt by lawyer at the very word – not part of polite conversation.

The Samaritan ‘was a commercial traveller (that is what words ‘as he journeyed’ mean)’, J. A. Findlay. [Help lady up steps to church!] Unlike priest and Levite, he wasn’t going ‘down’, not having just left temple in Jerusalem. Samaritan [wasn’t any Boy Scout – he] was a heretic! His sacred site was Mount Gerizim, not Mount Moriah. (Cf. ‘fathers’ had worshipped in mount Gerizim, visible from Jacob’s well, John 4.20.) In fact, Jews and Samaritans had only three things in common. They had both worshipped in temples, they both accepted Pentateuch as inspired, and they both spent half their time cursing each other! Scholars tell us that relations between Jews and Samaritans were especially bad at time. This bitter racial conflict resulted from a long, complex history of tension between the inhabitants of Judea and Samaria, precipitated by key watershed events—notably, the construction of a rival Samaritan temple on Mount Gerizim in the fourth century BC and its subsequent destruction by the Jews under John Hyrcanus in 129 BC as well as the finalization of the Samaritan Pentateuch in the late second century BC. Most certainly the hostility between Jews and Samaritans had fully matured by the time of Jesus.  And not helped by fact that, according to apocryphal book of Ecclesiasticus, Jews called Samaritans ‘that foolish people that dwell in Shechem’. Jews had no dealings with Samaritans, John 4.9. Neither group would claim the other among its ‘neighbours’.  This Samaritan therefore had no shortage of ready-made excuses for continuing on his way. He was exposed to at least same risks as priest and Levites. He too would have been defiled, Numb. 19.11, 16. And possibly, as a commercial traveller, he was carrying samples of his wares with him, which would have made it all more dangerous for him to have lingered. He would have been an obvious target. In addition, wounded man had altogether no claim on him by way of national ties – he was member of a hostile race. Samaritan would have known that, had their situations been reversed and he been lying on road, Jew would have readily passed by - and felt all better for it. He probably would have laughed all way to Jericho. It was good thing for injured man, therefore, that Samaritan did not live by philosophy, ‘Do to others as you think they would do to you’. How different was golden rule of Jesus, ‘As you would that men should do to you, do you also to them likewise’, Luke 6.31. Samaritan also knew that he was unlikely to receive any thanks for kindness shown – no bouquet of flowers or box of chocolates. Jews were forbidden to receive works of love from a non-Jew.  They would suffer any need rather than be in debt to a non-Jew for even smallest act of charity. In one sense therefore it was just as well for man that he was half-dead – although I guess he probably didn't think so! There was also every possibility of Samaritan’s actions being misinterpreted. He was on foreign soil. Any Jew would enjoy accusing Samaritan as robber to Roman authorities. And finger of suspicion could well have pointed in his direction if he was found anywhere near body.

Jesus informs us that, without stopping to frame any excuses, this good man ‘had compassion’. We read the fascinating – and beautiful - incident recorded in 2 Chron. 28.15 – where men from Samaria clothed the nakedness of some 200,000 Jews (man had been stripped, and so presumably clothed by Samaritan) who had been ‘beaten’ (‘slaughter’, 2 Chron.28.5 LXX = ‘wounded’, Luke 10.30) and lost their possessions (‘spoil’, v.8; cf. ‘robbers’ and ‘stripped’, Luke 10.30), anointed them with oil (cf. Luke 10.34) and carried the feeble on asses to Jericho – and all because of the timely intervention of the prophet Oded, vv. 9-11. (Pekah of Israel; Ahaz of Judah.) 2 Chron. 28 = three times mention of ‘brethren’, vv.8,11,15; Luke 10 = three times mention of ‘neighbour’ – both language of kinship – equivalent in meaning, Lev. 19.17-18. But the man from Samaria in Jesus’ story neither had nor needed any prophet to prompt him into action!  He was not singled out by name; 2 Chron. 28.15 – we don’t know it. His actions were altogether spontaneous – indeed the tense used suggests that he was immediately motivated by compassion for man. 

The words ‘you shall love ... your neighbour as yourself’, v. 27, formed part of Samaritan scriptures as they did of the Jewish, and – without stopping to argue about, ‘Who is my neighbour?’ – this Samaritan got on with business of behaving like one.   My Greek text uses same word to describe how priest, Levite and Samaritan each ‘saw’ the wounded man, vv. 31, 32, 33.  But Samaritan ‘saw’ him through very different eyes to those of priest and Levite. To Samaritan, although from a hostile race, the robbers’ victim – although a Jew – was a man, and that was enough. He was down, and must be raised. He was in need, and must be helped. 

And the Samaritan set about performing what simple first-aid he could. He poured oil and wine on man's wounds – the one to soothe pain and inflammation, - the other to cleanse wounds – alcoholic content of wine would act as a disinfectant. Doctor Luke would have readily understood the medicinal qualities of both the oil and wine. Clearly the Samaritan carried wine for refreshment but we may wonder why he was carrying oil – after all, he rode a donkey – not drove a car.  Explanation is very simple.  Eastern travellers invariably carried gourds of oil at their waists to anoint themselves when exposed to burning hot sun – it stopped their skin from blistering. This is why Jacob at Bethel had oil readily available to pour on top of his stone pillow, Gen. 28.18.  The oil was therefore a most important item in Samaritan’s travelling equipment. Yet, without a moment's hesitation, both oil and wine were liberally expended on a man whose need was so much greater. The Samaritan then bound up wounds of injured man – possibly with some of his commercial wares – possibly with strips of cloth torn from his own garments. He then sat him ‘on his own beast’. He may have had two beasts (quite likely mules) with him – one on which to ride and other on which to carry his wares. Clearly he chose to walk the distance from scene of robbery to nearest inn, having given the wounded man the full benefit of his own beast as he had already given him the full benefit of his oil and wine.

When they arrived at inn, Samaritan didn’t leave straight away – he saw personally to needs of injured man – ‘he took care of him’, v.34 – same word as in ‘if a man know not how to rule his own house, how shall he take care of church of God?’, 1 Tim. 3.5.  But it seems that the following day he was compelled to leave, presumably on account of business commitments. At that point he handed over injured man to care of innkeeper. With commendable foresight – and having regard to fact that man had been stripped and was therefore penniless – he made ample financial provision for his welfare, v. 35. He took out (literally, ‘cast out’) two denarii from his girdle or purse and gave them to innkeeper. Nor was this sum as trivial as might first appear. In days of Augustus (27BC-AD14), pay of a private in Roman army was only 225 denarii for a year’s service – with all the risks! Two denarii therefore represented about three day's pay for an ordinary soldier. It also amounted to two days’ generous wages for an agricultural worker, Matt. 20.2 – and it is estimated would have to paid for 24 days' basic board. But further to this, Samaritan undertook, should it prove necessary, to supplement this amount on his return journey. And we should remember that he had little or no prospect of ever being recompensed by wounded man. But this he never stopped to consider.

It is wonderful to note that ‘To whom can I be a neighbour?’ was the very question the Lord Jesus asked Himself all along. Quite likely, this parable was spoken in synagogue of Jericho – verse 38 gives next stop as Bethany, and we told that the lawyer ‘stood up’, v. 25. If so, the Saviour was about travel very road which provided scene for His parable. No incident is recorded as having taken place on that journey - but things were different on the next and last time He travelled that way – recorded in Matthew 20.29-21.1. On leaving Jericho for Jerusalem, He was confronted by Bartimaeus and companion – they ‘heard that Jesus “passed by”’, v.30 – and called for ‘mercy’, v.31 – ‘Jesus stood’, v.32, is the equivalent of ‘he came where he was‘, Luke 10.33 – and ‘Jesus had compassion’, v.34. We note that all 12 occurrences of verb ‘have compassion’ in Greek Bible are in synoptic Gospels. Apart from three occasions when it is found on Lord's own lips (Matt. 18.27; Luke 10.33; Luke 15.20), it is only ever used concerning Himself.  He didn’t ‘pass by’ on other side as everyone expected – though He had greatest possible reason to do so – He was going to Jerusalem to save the world! 

But what of the innkeeper?, v. 35. He wasn’t violent or bad like robbers. He wasn’t neglectful and indifferent like priest and Levite. Quite simply, he was a businessman. No doubt he was scrupulously honest and his dealings above board. But he wasn’t the hero of the parable. He was prepared to help but only if there was adequate payment for his services. Samaritan gave him two denarii and offered to make good any extra cost incurred in caring for wounded man. Indeed the ‘I’ in ‘I will repay you’, v.35, is emphatic. At no point did innkeeper offer to share any of the cost involved in looking after man. When the possibility arises of helping others, do I never consider whether there will be anything in it for me – if only recognition and the praise and approval of others. Or it may be the expectation of favour being returned - as Luke 14.12-14. Am I never influenced by ‘ulterior motives’?

Finally, we briefly ponder the lawyer, whose question, v. 29, had occasioned parable. He had approached Jesus with a common rabbinic theme – what to do to inherit eternal life. I don’t think that he came with any sinister motive – to trap Jesus. I suspect that he was wanting test this unauthorised Teacher to see if He gave right answer. But, in the end, it was his understanding which was tested by Jesus. Jesus asked, ‘How do you read?’, v.26 – employing a technical term, constantly used by Jewish scribes and lawyers – they would consult one another about some point, and would say, ‘How do you read?’  But this question effectively cornered the lawyer for the Lord was pointing out that the lawyer had no real need to ask his question at all – as a ‘lawyer’ – a man skilled in the interpretation of the law – he should have known answer himself!  All he needed to do was to practise what he preached. Not wishing to look foolish, the lawyer had countered that it was not as simple as all that. As far as the requirement to love God was concerned, everything was straightforward – there was no doubt who God was. But there was every doubt, he implied, about the meaning of one's ‘neighbour’. And he wasn’t in a position to practise the law until its meaning had been clarified. Many teachers of the day certainly argued that the term ‘neighbour’ applied only to Israelites and full proselytes. To them ‘neighbour’ was simply ‘Jew’ spelt large. Their definition excluded Samaritans, and all foreigners and resident aliens who failed to join community of Israel within 12 months. (It was this idea which no doubt lay behind the words of Jesus, ‘You have heard that it has been said, You shall love your neighbour, and hate your enemy’, Matt. 5.43.) There was even a tendency on part of some of the more extreme Pharisees to exclude ordinary Jewish people from their definition!

The lawyer's question assumes that a limit can be placed on my duty – that there are ‘non-neighbours’. In responding to the lawyer’s question, ‘Who is my neighbour?’, the Lord challenged the question itself – the question itself was wrong. We should note that the word translated ‘answering’ in verse 30 isn’t the common word for ‘answering’ – which occurs over 200 times in Gospels – as in verses 27, 28, 41. This word is never used elsewhere in New Testament in sense of ‘answering’ – it means ‘to take up’, ‘to catch up’, and occurs, for example, in a literal sense, in Acts 1.9 (also by Luke), where it describes action of cloud which ‘received’ (literally, ‘took up’) Lord out of disciples' sight. That is, Jesus didn’t ‘answer’ the question, or the man – rather he took the man up for ever asking the question. Jesus insisted that the lawyer’s concern shouldn’t have been how to ‘define’ a neighbour, but how to ‘become’ one – how to behave like one. (Greek of verse 36 = ‘became’.) The right question to ask is not ‘Who is my neighbour?’ but ‘To whom can I become an neighbour?’  The Lord’s question then is not whether I am able to define a neighbour, but whether I am willing to become one.

The Lord ended with exhortation to ‘go and do likewise’, v.37. It seems the lawyer had avoided using word ‘Samaritan’ to describe the one who had showed mercy. Choking on the obvious response to Jesus’ question, he hadn’t been able to bring himself to utter the loathsome name, ‘Samaritan’ -  and so had grudgingly answered with the circumlocution, ‘the one who did mercy to him’, v.37 lit. Jesus was saying in effect, ‘The priest walked past the man and Levite did “likewise”’, v. 32. ‘This Samaritan did mercy to him – you go and do “likewise”!’ 

There Luke's account ends. I wonder what became of the lawyer? We don’t know.  But then Luke’s purpose in telling the story isn’t to entertain or satisfy curiosity of Theophilus – or ours. It is to force his readers to hear and feel impact of authoritative words of Christ – ‘go and do likewise.


Make no mistake, I am in this parable.  And in closing I am forced to ask :

· Do I make trouble for others, and enjoy doing it; ‘Yours is mine if I can get it’;
· Do I conveniently look the other way so as not to see the needs of others; ‘Mine is my own if I can keep it’;
· Do I help only if there is something in it for me; ‘Mine is yours if you can pay for it’; or

· Do I help for helping sake? ‘Mine is yours if you need it’.
[All 3 parables linked by denarius]
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