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Luke 10:25-37        February 4, 2018 

 

The Compassionate Samaritan 
 

 It goes without saying that a preacher ought always to approach the task 

of interpreting and preaching the Word with a good amount of holy fear.  It’s an 

awesome thing to be responsible to “rightly divid[e] the word of truth” as Paul 

puts in 2 Timothy (2Timothy 2:15 KJV).  But there are certain passages in the Bible 

that are so well-known and –loved that one can wonder if there’s anything left 

to say about them.   Today’s reading is certainly one of them.  The expression 

“good Samaritan” is so deeply ingrained in our vocabulary that many people 

would be surprised that it has anything to do with the Bible.  And anyone who 

has ever been a regular in a church anywhere or has passed through a Sunday 

School can probably do a passable job of telling this story by heart. 

 So now that I’ve sufficiently lowered your expectations—what can we say 

about it today? 

 One thing we need to appreciate about this story is how skillfully Luke tells 

it.  In fact, maybe one way to look at it afresh is to remember that the story we 

call the parable of the “Good Samaritan” is really part of another story – the 

story of “Jesus and the Lawyer.” 

 It begins with a man who rises up from the audience to ask Jesus a 

question. He says, “Teacher, what must I do to inherit eternal life?” But Luke 

actually begins by telling us tells us that he’s a lawyer, and like lawyers before 
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and since, he will show that he is skilled in the strategic use of language.  And 

Luke also reveals that his real motive is to “test” Jesus.  And so, although he 

frames his question in a way that makes him sound like a simple seeker after 

truth, he really has a different agenda.  In his eyes, Jesus is a nobody who is 

going around preaching and drawing crowds and stirring people up.  And this 

lawyer has taken it upon himself to put Jesus in his place. 

 Jesus takes up his question in a way that shows he knows how to follow his 

own advice about being as wise as a serpent and as innocent as a dove.  He 

simply takes the lawyer’s question at face value.  In doing that he treats this man 

as a colleague rather than a rival—and he also employs a good teaching 

technique. He asks him to answer his own question: “What is written in the Law? 

How do you read it?” And Jesus’ disarming way of asking this leads this legal 

expert to give the simple answer he had probably learned in Hebrew school as 

a boy.  He just quotes two Bible verses:  

"Love the Lord your God with all your heart and with all your soul and with 

all your strength and with all your mind”; and, “Love your neighbor as 

yourself.” 

And like a good teacher, Jesus praises him for what a fine answer he’s given 

and sends him on his way. 

 This could be the end of a perfectly good story.  But at this point I picture 

the lawyer sort of like Elmer Fudd at the end of an encounter with that “wascally 

wabbit” Bugs Bunny, suddenly doing a double-take as he realizes he’s been 
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outdone by this nobody from Galilee. And Luke reports, “But he wanted to justify 

himself,” and so he turns around and asks Jesus a very lawyerly question, “And 

who is my neighbor?” 

 He wanted to justify himself—but what does that mean? Walking away 

now would go against all his lawyerly instincts. If all of life’s big questions can be 

answered in 30 words or less, who would need a lawyer?  There might be an 

issue of pride here, too, since this conversation has most likely been overheard 

by his friends and neighbors. So he comes back with a good lawyerly question—

one about the definition of a word.  Those of us of a certain age can remember 

Bill Clinton’s famous answer when he was being questioned before a grand jury, 

“It depends on what the meaning of the word ‘is’ is …”  In this case the word is 

“neighbor.”  

 At one level this is a perfectly sensible question to ask—maybe even more 

so in our world than in that lawyer’s.  Our neighborhoods aren’t easy to define – 

our lives and destinies are intertwined with so many different people at so many 

different levels that it can overwhelm us.  What is my moral responsibility to the 

family member is in financial need, the homeless person who sleeps under the 

bridge, the Muslim immigrant who is reviled in the press, the Rohingya refugee 

from Myanmar? How does my consumption of the earth’s resources impact the 

future of everyone on our planet?  And in today’s interconnected world we are 

also very aware of all these things.  For a morally sensitive person it can be 

overwhelming.   
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And one of the ways we deal with this is by asking what I am calling 

“lawyerly” questions.  I think we can even concede that there are times when 

asking those questions isn’t completely out of line. But to Jesus that’s not what’s 

at the heart of the matter.  And so to get at the heart of the matter he answers 

the lawyer’s question with a story. 

We know this story so well that I’d like to make just a couple of 

observations about it.  The first is to consider the first two men who come across 

that stranger lying beside the road, naked and injured and left for dead.  The 

priest and the Levite—we might say the pastor and the elder—come, see, and 

pass by.  Interpreters of this story have spent a lot of time trying to figure out why 

they walked away. And usually it comes down to speculating that there must 

have been some good lawyerly reason for it—some weighing of costs and 

consequences—maybe some greater responsibility they had in serving in the 

Temple.   

Although we might be curious about this, Jesus is silent on the subject.  

When a skillful storyteller leaves a gap like this it usually means that he or she 

doesn’t think we need that information to get the point of the story.  And so I 

would like to suggest that any reasons these men had for crossing the road and 

walking by on the other side are irrelevant—all that matters to Jesus is the fact 

that they did. 

And when it comes to the Samaritan man, the important thing isn’t his 

ethnic identity but the way he breaks the pattern – he came, and saw, and took 
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pity on the man.  I actually think that it would be a better translation to say that 

he had “compassion.”  Luke uses a a very messy looking and sounding Greek 

word—splagchnidzomai-- which comes from a word that basically means 

“guts.”  When he saw this man in dire need and he didn’t see him through the 

filters of laws and rules, or of his position or status, he was moved deeply within, 

we would say in his heart – and he let that compassion guide his actions. Jesus’ 

story reveals that the most important word in the commandment the lawyer 

quoted isn’t “neighbor” but “love.” 

And it’s important here that the Samaritan didn’t just say, “Isn’t that 

awful,” and then move on.  He got involved.  He got his hands dirty. He put this 

man on his donkey, and took him to an inn, and personally nursed him, and paid 

for it all out of his own pocket. His compassion—his love—came with a cost 

which he embraced. 

Jesus’ answer to the lawyer is that he was asking the wrong question.  As 

one interpreter of this story puts it simply: “One cannot define one’s neighbor; 

one can only be a neighbor.”*  And the lawyer’s final answer to Jesus says it 

all—to be a neighbor is not just to feel compassion but literally to “do mercy.”   

The great challenge of our time when we are confronted with the needs 

of so many is how easy it is be overwhelmed—and the danger is that we will 

close our hearts.  That we will cease to be moved with compassion. That when 

we come do to the aid of others we will find ways to hold ourselves at arm’s 

length from their pain.  That we will withdraw behind our four walls and cease to 
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act in normal neighborly ways toward those who are our physical neighbors. 

That—because we are so media-wise—we will grow weary and even cynical 

toward the appeals for help that bombard us.  And that to manage it we will 

retreat into lawyerly thinking to ease our discomfort and justify our inaction and 

our hardness of heart. 

When I find that Scripture leads me to bring a challenging word, I often 

see your faces in my mind’s eye.  There are many among us whose who aren’t 

all that physically active any more – who have hearts full of love but who have 

limited options for putting that compassion into action.  The compassionate 

Samaritan didn’t help everyone in the world who needed help—he simply and 

compassionately did what he could for the person who was right there in front 

of him without regard for the inconvenience or cost.  He simply did what love 

led him to do. 

Let us “go and do likewise …” 

 

*H. Greeven and J. Fichtner, Theological Dictionary of the New Testament 6:311-

318.  
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