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Like the story of ‘The Prodigal Son,’ the parable of ‘The Good 
Samaritan’ appears only in Luke’s gospel, but is nonetheless one of the 
best known of Jesus’ parables. Like me, you probably heard it long ago, 
as a child, and may have some difficulty in hearing it afresh. 
 

The word ‘parable’ comes from a Greek word meaning ‘that 
which is tossed alongside’. A parable is an illustration or a comparison, 
illuminating a point or a principle. The illustration or the illumination 
should appeal to the imagination of the listener. A simple example is 
that of comparing the kingdom of God to a mustard seed. Jesus 
described the mustard seed as the smallest seed on earth, which 
nevertheless grows into one of the greatest of shrubs, with large 
branches in which birds can nest. The illustration is vivid. It is far more 
memorable than simply saying that the kingdom of God has small 
beginnings. 
 

However the parable of the mustard seed is a simple parable 
compared to many of the stories that Jesus told. With many of the 
longer stories, the obvious interpretation may not be the only possible 
one. Or the meaning may be interpreted differently according to the 
mind-set of the listener. Jesus told the disciples that they had been 
given the gift of understanding the secrets of the kingdom. Others 
would hear the parables but fail to understand them. Many of his 
opponents had closed minds. They might hear what he said, but they 
had already dismissed or condemned him in their minds, so they were 
never going to listen. 
 

The lawyer in our story today asks Jesus a question, not because 
he is genuinely seeking enlightenment, but because he wants to test 
Jesus’ knowledge of the Law. When we are told he was a lawyer that 
means he was an expert in the Jewish Law, with its hundreds of 
commandments governing every aspect of life. Despite this and perhaps 
to his credit, he wasn’t trying to test Jesus’ knowledge of the minutiae. 
Instead he wanted to find out whether Jesus had a grasp of the bigger 
questions. 
 

‘Teacher, what must I do to inherit eternal life?’ 
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I remember a sermon I heard when I was in my late twenties. Or 
rather I don’t remember the sermon, just one point, the main point I 
think, which has stayed with me. The preacher encouraged us to use 
our minds, to use our brains! When reading our bibles, thinking about 
our Christian faith, considering the important questions of the day, we 
should never be afraid to think for ourselves. 
 

Well Jesus often responded to people’s questions by asking 
them questions. He wanted to get them to think, to enter into dialogue 
with them. So to the lawyer’s question - ‘Teacher, what must I do to 
inherit eternal life?’, Jesus asked him to think about the Law that he 
knew so well, to see whether it had an answer. 
 

Despite his knowledge of the vast body of the Jewish Law, the 
lawyer responded with a summary of that Law in two great 
commandments. In the gospels of Mark and of Matthew, Jesus is asked 
what is the first and greatest commandment, and he adds the second 
commandment to the first, to produce the same summary as we have 
here - though it is generally thought that Jesus was not the first to put 
the two commandments together. The second - ‘You shall love your 
neighbour as yourself’ comes in the middle of a mass of social 
legislation in the book of Leviticus, nowhere near the first 
commandment, which is to be found in Deuteronomy. 
 

In Luke’s gospel, it is the lawyer, not Jesus, who summarises the 
Law into just two great commandments, and Jesus commends his 
answer. 
 

Please note however. Jesus does not tell him that if he keeps 
these laws he will go to heaven when he dies. The suggestion is that he 
will begin to experience true life sooner than that: 
 

‘… do this, and you will live.’ 
 

Perhaps the lawyer thought he already knew how to love and 
honour God by his meticulous observation of a mass of pettifogging 
rules and regulations. He was also very much aware that observant Jews 
did not mix with Gentiles and could be defiled by contact with all 
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manner of people reckoned to be ceremonially unclean. So to test 
Jesus further, he asked him another question: 
 

‘And who is my neighbour?’ 
 

Jesus replied with the parable we call ‘The Good Samaritan.’ 
 

It was a challenging story for the ears of the orthodox Jew, not 
least because Samaritans were regarded as heretics. They comprised a 
mixed population, whose place of worship was near Mount Gerizim in 
Samaria rather than the Temple in Jerusalem. Orthodox Jews did not 
mix with Samaritans. 
 

But Jesus wanted to shock the lawyer out of his complacency, 
to make him see that orthodoxy and the meticulous observation of 
religious rules and practices could not fulfil the demands of Love. 
 

Many of us have known this parable so long that, as I said at the 
beginning, it is difficult to hear it afresh. It is easy to condemn the 
religious professionals in the story, the priest and the Levite who passed 
by on the other side. However, bear in mind that the road from 
Jerusalem to Jericho was a steep, rocky descent of 20 miles with many 
turnings, where thieves could lie in wait for unwary travellers. The priest 
and the Levite probably feared for their own safety.  Perhaps they 
thought it likely that the traveller was about to die. Contact with a dead 
body meant defilement. If they touched a dead body they would be 
unable to take part in their religious duties for several days. In any case, 
rather than condemning them we should wonder whether we ourselves 
would always stop to help someone. 
 

Jesus was not interested in the question ‘who is my neighbour?’ 
so much as the rather different question of what it means to be a 
neighbour. He succeeded in getting the lawyer to admit that showing 
mercy was what counted. 
 

There is another story in the gospels about a man, a rich young 
man, who asked Jesus what he should do to inherit eternal life. Jesus 
quoted some of the Ten Commandments. The man replied that he had 
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kept these from his youth. Jesus could see that the man’s wealth was a 
hindrance to him. He told him to sell all he had and to give the 
proceeds to the poor. If he did that he would be spiritually rich - he 
would ‘have treasure in heaven’ - and he could follow Jesus.  
Sadly the man went away, unwilling to give away his wealth. 
 

We might well ask, what advice would Jesus give us as 
individuals? Probably that would depend on our circumstances and our 
life history. As regards being a neighbour to others, there is a verse in St 
Matthew’s gospel, from the Sermon on the Mount that goes to the heart 
of the matter: 
 

‘… whatever you wish that others would do to you, do so to 
them; for this is the law and the prophets’.  
 

You and I may not be rescuing wounded travellers any time 
soon, but for all of us there is something we know we should be doing 
in the way of being a neighbour to someone else.  
 

Socrates said, ‘The unexamined life is not worth living’. We 
should examine ourselves to see how we can be better neighbours. This 
has nothing to do with earning salvation, which is impossible. When the 
disciples asked Jesus who could be saved he replied that what was 
impossible for human beings was possible with God. In the letter to the 
Ephesians it is put like this: 
 

‘For by grace you have been saved through faith; and this is not 
your own doing, it is the gift of God.’ 
 

Nonetheless we should examine ourselves, to find out how we 
are responding to the challenges life brings us. 
 
Let us pray: 
 
‘God our Father, we thank you for calling us to be agents of your love in 
the world. Help us to obey this calling in the place where we work, in 
our homes, and in our society, through Jesus Christ our Lord.’ Amen  
 


