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Proclaiming the Kingdom: Parables of Luke 

A Biblical Study 

 
Why Did the Enemy Cross the Road? 
Reflections on the Parable of the Good Samaritan (Luke 10:25-37)  

In last week’s Song of Zechariah we highlighted Luke’s characterization of God as 
supremely compassionate. God looked upon the suffering, wrongheadedness, and 
struggles of humanity, and decided to cross the great gulf between heaven and earth 
with the light of Christ. In this single act of sending Christ into the world, God banished 
the shadow of death that hung over humanity and provided guidance for our feet into 
the pathways of peace and well-being. God thus acted on God’s own experience of gut-
wrenching compassion by sending new life and light into the world.  

Similar experiences of gut-wrenching compassion prompted many of Jesus’ acts of 
ministry in the Gospel of Luke: his teaching and feeding, his forgiving and healing, his 
freeing and challenging, his dying and rising. In Christ, God came (and still comes!) 
toward us with divine mercy, borne out of God’s gut-wrenching compassion for all 
kinds of suffering in the world. 

This week Luke applies the theme of acting on the experience of gut-wrenching 

compassion to the lives of ordinary people. He tells the story of an encounter between 
Jesus and a lawyer, an expert on the application of the Torah, the Jewish Law, to daily 
life. In their ensuing conversation, Jesus illustrates his teaching on compassion with the 
well-known parable of the Good Samaritan. Jesus shocks his listeners when an enemy 
of the Jewish people is the only person to see the suffering of an injured Jew and act on 
his experience of gut-wrenching compassion by rendering aid.  

Through this conversation with the lawyer and the telling of the parable, Jesus develops 
another major theme in Luke’s gospel: faithfulness to God consists in hearing and 
doing God’s word. In today’s passage the consistent use and repetition of the verb “to 
do” confirms that the doing of God’s word is a central theme of the story. First, the 
lawyer asks Jesus “what must I do to inherit eternal life?” Then, in response to a 
question from Jesus, the lawyer quotes two scriptural commandments to love God and 
to love one’s neighbor. Jesus replies: “do this and you will live.” Finally, after Jesus tells 
the parable to illustrate his teaching, the lawyer seems to understand the point Jesus is 
making. Jesus then tells him: “Go and do likewise.”  

The emphasis on doing God’s word comes as no surprise. “What should we do?” is the 
fundamental question for every Jew who commits to follow the Jewish Law. Jesus and 
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the lawyer both knew that the Torah does not specify universal ethical rules, but instead 
focuses on the concrete situations of those who seek to follow Torah in everyday life.   

As you work your way through today’s story, the provocative parable, and the 
questions for reflection that follow, pay close attention to each of the characters. Notice 
which ones hear and act on God’s word, and which ones do not.  

 
Luke 10:25-37: Who is My Neighbor?  
  

Just then a lawyer stood up to test Jesus. “Teacher,” he said, “what must I do to 
inherit eternal life?” Jesus said to him, “What is written in the law? What do you 
read there?” 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.” And he said to him, “You have given the right 
answer; do this, and you will live.”  
 
But wanting to justify himself, he asked Jesus, “And who is my neighbor?” Jesus 
replied, “A man was going down from Jerusalem to Jericho, and fell into the 
hands of robbers, who stripped him, beat him, and went away, leaving him half 
dead. Now by chance a priest was going down that road; and when he saw him, 
he passed by on the other side. So likewise a Levite, when he came to the place 
and saw him, passed by on the other side.  
 
But a Samaritan while traveling came near him; and when he saw him, he was 
moved with pity [“he had gut-wrenching compassion”]. He went to him and 
bandaged his wounds, having poured oil and wine on them. Then he put him on 
his own animal, brought him to an inn, and took care of him. The next day he 
took out two denarii, gave them to the innkeeper, and said, ‘Take care of him; 
and when I come back, I will repay you whatever more you spend.’ 
 
Which of these three, do you think, was a neighbor to the man who fell into the 
hands of the robbers?” He said, “The one who showed him mercy.” Jesus said to 
him, “Go and do likewise.” 

 
Who was a neighbor to the fallen Jew? Hearing and doing God’s word  
 

Setting. In the preceding chapter, Luke tells us that Jesus has turned his face 
toward Jerusalem (9:51, 53), the center of the Jewish world. He sets out from 
Galilee, the site of his ministry to this point, and enters into Samaria, a region in 
the hill country between Galilee and Jerusalem. Samaria is hostile territory for 
Jesus and his Jewish entourage. Even though Samaritans and Jews worship the 
same God and both groups seek to follow the Torah as their guiding text, they 
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strongly disagree about the proper place of temple worship. Samaritans worship 
God on Mt. Gerazim, near modern day Nablus in the West Bank. Jews, of course, 
worship God in the Temple in Jerusalem, the site of Jewish leadership, authority, 
and religious decision-making in their first-century world.  

 
Not surprisingly, then, Jesus and his followers encounter a mixed reception as 
they journey through Samaria. In some places his disciples have power to drive 
out demons. But another village refuses to receive Jesus because his face is set 
toward Jerusalem, a fact taken by the Samaritans to be his acknowledgment that 
Jerusalem is the one true locus of religious worship and authority. This historical 
enmity between Jews and Samaritans sets the stage for the disrupting power of 
the parable that exalts the actions of an anonymous Samaritan enemy over the 
failure to act by members of the ruling Jewish religious elites.   
 
The injured man in the parable was walking down a road that descends over 
3,000 feet from the mountains of Jerusalem to Jericho, which lies in the deep rift 
that is the lowest place on the surface of the earth. Roaming bands of 
highwaymen made the road notoriously dangerous, so it was no doubt 
imprudent for the man to be walking down the road alone. It would be like 
someone walking alone through Central Park in New York City at 2:00 a.m. in 
the morning. Not surprisingly, the man in the parable falls into the hands of 
robbers.  
 
Characters. The main characters in this story are Jesus and a lawyer. Lawyers are 
the experts on interpreting the Jewish Law for application to daily life. The fact 
that the lawyer asks questions of Jesus is not unusual. The discourse simply 
illustrates the nature of legal and theological debate in first-century Judaism. 
What is significant about the discussion, however, is the question of whether 
there are limits to the Torah’s legal duty to love one’s neighbor. Most Jews would 
have understood that Torah required them to care for fellow Jews and for 
foreigners who were living in the midst of their land.  

 
The main characters in the parable are an anonymous man, presumably a Jew, 
who is beaten and robbed; a priest and Levite, both headed home after serving in 
the Temple at Jerusalem; an anonymous Samaritan far outside the comfort of his 
own region; and an innkeeper.  

 
Plot. We are told that the lawyer asks Jesus a legal question to try to trap him. 
Rather than responding to this challenge defensively, however, Jesus uses the 
moment as an opportunity to teach. Both Jesus and the lawyer agree on one 
central matter: love of God and neighbor is the essence of the Jewish Law. But 
the lawyer tries to put practical limits on the duty to love his neighbor. He wants 
to be able to identify those people to whom he need not show love. Instead, Jesus 
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tells the parable to suggest a new way for understanding what it means to love 
God and one’s neighbor. Love of neighbor knows no boundaries.  
 
All of the characters can see and comprehend the physical state of the man on the 
other side of the road: he has been stripped and beaten. The priest and Levite, 
holy before the Lord in the eyes of Jesus’ audience, put their personal safety and 
concerns for ritual purity ahead of the needs of their fallen, fellow Jew. They 
don’t even bother to cross the road to take a look, but simply pass by on the other 
side. Instead, the Samaritan, a Jewish enemy in a foreign land who is 
nevertheless schooled in the same Torah, sees the needs of the injured man and 
responds out of his experience of gut-wrenching compassion for the fallen Jew. 
The Samaritan crosses the road, binds the man’s wounds, and then offers his 
own economic resources to the innkeeper to further the man’s healing process. In 
these actions the Samaritan embodies yet another major theme in Luke: 
generously offering one’s possessions in the service of others in need.   

 
The lawyer seems to understand the parable, though it surely turned his world 
upside-down. The point of the parable lies not in determining who deserves to 
be cared for, but in following the God-shaped response of acting mercifully 
toward those for whom we experience gut-wrenching compassion. Whether 
crossing the threshold of heaven and earth, as God did in sending Jesus into the 
world, or crossing a road in a foreign land to help someone in need, Luke 
encourages us to respond to the needs of anyone we encounter.  

 
In response to the question from Jesus, the lawyer acknowledges that the 
Samaritan was the neighbor because he practiced mercy for the fallen Jew. What 
do you imagine the lawyer does after Jesus tells him “Go and do likewise?  
 

For Reflection 
 

It would have been easy for Jesus to respond defensively and with hostility to the 
lawyer putting Jesus to the test. Instead, he responds as a skillful teacher seeking 
to lead his daring inquisitor to a new understanding. What are some of your “hot 
button” issues that people raise to test or challenge you? What strategies and 
actions help you remain calm in the face of such provocation? How might the 
actions of Jesus help you imagine new ways to respond to such a situation?  
 
In his earlier teaching in the Sermon on the Plain (Luke 6:12-49), Jesus tells us we 
must love our enemies. The lawyer indirectly tries to reintroduce the distinction 
between one’s “friends” and “enemies” to establish boundaries on his actions. 
Jesus rejects the attempt: love of neighbor has no boundaries. Does this 
distinction between “friends” and “enemies” ever shape your response to people 
you encounter in daily life? How might you respond if a woman in a hijab asked 
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you for a ride home from the hospital where her husband was a patient after 
being involved in a car accident that destroyed their family’s only vehicle?  
 
Describe a particular situation in your own local community for which you have 
experienced gut-wrenching compassion. Today’s story and parable suggest you 
have “heard” God’s word as you were moved with compassion. What action 
have you taken in response? Has today’s story/parable changed how you now 
see this situation? In what new ways might you respond? 
 
The Samaritan puts his resources to use in caring for the injured enemy. After 
World War II the United States applied its resources to help rebuild Germany 
and Japan. These actions broke down the walls of hostility between former 
enemies. Can you identify a situation where you or your congregation might put 
your resources to use to break down the walls of hostility that divide people?  
 
Have you ever been in a place similar to that of the injured man? Were there 
surprising people who reached out to help you in your circumstances? What 
made their help surprising? Were there people from whom you expected help 
that did not come? What seemed to interfere with their helping you?     
 
In the parable it might have been easy for the priest, Levite, or the Samaritan not 
to feel compassion for the injured man. After all, he never should have been 
walking on that dangerous road alone. Do you know anyone who gives only to 
people in need that they deem to be “deserving” of their generosity? What does 
this story/parable say to such a person?   


