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Who is my neighbor? 

The subject of this week's Gospel lection is the well-known parable of the Good Samaritan. This parable is 

preempted by a lawyer asking Jesus who his neighbor is. The presupposition is that correctly answering Jesus' 

question about the Law, the lawyer knows what to do but is unsure who to do it with. While the lawyer may have 

been looking for a straightforward answer, Jesus tells a story that has the typical shock value one expects from 

Him that turns the worldly customs upside down. There are three men who are familiar with the law to love your 

neighbor as yourself. Each encounters a man in need. Only one of the three men lives out this command, the one 

you would least expect. Even the most learned sometimes do not understand even the most simplest commands 

of Scripture. Through this parable, not only does Jesus clarify who our neighbor is, he also clarifies what loving our 

neighbor requires.  

Luke 10:25-37  

25 And behold, a lawyer stood up to put him to the test, saying, “Teacher, what shall I do to inherit eternal 

life?” 26 He said to him, “What is written in the Law? How do you read it?” 27 And he answered, “You shall 

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 your neighbor as yourself.” 28 And he said to him, “You have answered correctly; do this, 

and you will live.” 29 But he, desiring to justify himself, said to Jesus, “And who is my neighbor?” 

The text reveals the intention behind the lawyer's question - putting Jesus to the test. In answering the lawyer's 

question about inheriting eternal life (or entering into the Kingdom of God) Jesus responds with a question of His 

own. He asks the lawyer what the Law states and how does he interpret such. Not surprisingly, the lawyer 

correctly cites what we now call the two great commandments from the Law (Deuteronomy 6:5 and Leviticus 

19:18). Jesus responds by telling the lawyer that if he is able to live out these commands he will indeed live. Not 

satisfied, the lawyer asks a follow up question which also reveals his intention - "to justify himself" (v.29). In other 

words, the lawyer wants to be sure he will achieve acceptance before God on his own. The lawyer asks, "Who is 

my neighbor?" He is no doubt expecting a simple list which would include fellow Jews who keep the Law. Gentiles 

will not be on the list and everyone knows that God hates Samaritans! No doubt taking the lawyer by complete 

surprise, Jesus begins to tell the Parable of the Good Samaritan. 



30 Jesus replied, “A man was going down from Jerusalem to Jericho, and he fell among robbers, who 

stripped him and beat him and departed, leaving him half dead. 31 Now by chance a priest was going 

down that road, and when he saw him he passed by on the other side. 32 So likewise a Levite, when he 

came to the place and saw him, passed by on the other side. 33 But a Samaritan, as he journeyed, came 

to where he was, and when he saw him, he had compassion. 34 He went to him and bound up his 

wounds, pouring on oil and wine. Then he set him on his own animal and brought him to an inn and took 

care of him. 35 And the next day he took out two denarii and gave them to the innkeeper, saying, ‘Take 

care of him, and whatever more you spend, I will repay you when I come back.’ 

The hearers of the story would have been familiar with the dangers of travelling this particular road. It was typical 

for priests to live in Jericho and thus the priest was probably returning home after his two-week assignment. 

Given the wealthy status of priests, the crowd would also have assumed the priest would be travelling with an 

entourage. The man is naked and half dead. This poses a problem. First, if he is naked then it is not possible to 

know his ethnic identity. Just as now, ethnic groups are identified by their clothes as well as their language and 

accents. If the man was dressed like a Law-abiding Jew then the priest would have had a duty to help him. If the 

man was a Gentile the priest would have been under no obligation. In order to be sure, the priest would have to 

take a closer look. Second, if he is half-dead then the wounded man may have appeared dead. Fearing the man to 

be dead, the priest would become ceremonially defiled if he had approached him and this would require going 

back to Jerusalem for a week-long ceremonial purification. During this time neither the priest or any member of 

his family and servants could eat from the tithes or collect new tithes. Distribution to the poor would not have 

been possible. The priest weighed the risks and decided to continue on his way.  

The Levites functioned as assistants to the priests. It is highly likely the Levite in this story would have either been 

connected to the priest or at least known a priest was in front of him on the road. Since the priest had already set 

the precedent and ignored the wounded man, the Levite could hardly intervene based on his own understanding 

of the Law. This would be an insult to the priest. 

Since there were three classes of people serving in the temple, priests, Levites and laymen, the hearers of this 

story were probably expecting the third character to be a Law-abiding Jew. Imagine their surprise as Jesus 

introduces a Samaritan! What would a Samaritan do - finish the wounded man off completely? As we know, the 

Samaritan responded as a neighbor. The initial reaction was not to think through an algorithm to determine the 

most opportune response, the Samaritan was moved with a feeling - compassion. The Samaritan moved towards 

rather than away from the wounded man. His response was the gold standard first aid of the time. He placed the 

wounded man on his own mount and took him to an inn and gave the innkeeper two days wages to look after him 

with a promise to pay for any other needs on his return. 

36 Which of these three, do you think, proved to be a neighbor to the man who fell among the robbers?” 
37 He said, “The one who showed him mercy.” And Jesus said to him, “You go, and do likewise.” 

As Jesus drives home the learning with His question, the lawyer appears not to want to use the word "Samaritan" 

to describe the man. Instead, the lawyer defines neighbor as "the one who showed him mercy."  

We do not know the identity of the wounded man. It was never revealed if he was a Jew or a Gentile. This aspect 

of identity made no difference to Jesus. What made the wounded man a neighbor to the three travelers? It was 

the fact that he was lying in front of them in obvious need. What defined the Samaritan's actions as a neighbor 

was the fact that he showed mercy. 



In many ways this is a simple story with a powerful lesson. Sometimes we seek to complicate it by focusing on a 

possible Christological association - seeing the Good Samaritan as a type of Christ and the Samaritan's "return" as 

a reference to Christ's second coming. To fully appreciate the powerful lesson it is necessary to dig into the 

cultural contexts involved to better understand the actions (or inaction) of the priest and Levite.  

When we consider the many factors the priest had to weigh, perhaps we see him in a more positive light than a 

simple interpretation of this story. After all, other people, including the poor, would be at risk. His decision 

appeared to have weighed carefully the issues at stake and went with a decision favoring the greater good which 

also enabled him to uphold his duty under the law. There are often parallel complexities at play today when a 

local church has to make a decision of who to help and how. We recognize some charity can be toxic and end up 

worsening the plight of those in need. Sometimes our charitable acts can be an enabler for individuals to remain 

in their circumstances. Sometimes the church's help of one group can draw criticism from other groups that make 

it more difficult for the church to carry out its mission. It is not surprising that often local church charity involves 

the support of third-party organizations which minimizes risks and keeps the whole thing sanitized. Hands do not 

have to get dirty. 

The Levite had his own complexity to worry about. Having the same legal issues to deal with, he also had to 

consider his "boss" had already set the precedence. If the Levite had taken action it would have undermined his 

boss, the priest. This would have had negative consequences for the priest and no doubt himself. Complex 

organizations and institutions are no different today and the church is no exception. Where hierarchies are 

necessary for operating things in good order, bureaucracies complicate the mission of the church. 

The Samaritan was perhaps in the best position to live out the commandment of the Law. He was already hated 

so what could get worse for him socially?! He was an individual and not representing any institution. He had no 

boss involved or apparent people dependent upon him. At risk for him was personal inconvenience and financial 

cost. In a modern parallel, sometimes the complexities of the church organization can interfere with the freedom 

of members to follow the commands of Jesus. In this story, we are not called to send money to the innkeeper, we 

are not called to open a hostel for battered travelers, and we are not called to start a campaign to have the 

Romans clean up the crime on this road so that all travelers can be equally safe, not just the rich - all worthy social 

causes. We are, however, called to show mercy to the person in need in front of us - our neighbor. We are called 

to get our hands dirty in being the hands and feet of Christ. As the lawyer said, we are called to show mercy. 

Christ challenges us to go and do likewise. 

 

For feedback or to be added or removed from the mailing list, please e-mail david.r.lyons@gmail.com 

mailto:david.r.lyons@gmail.com

