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Textual Analysis - Luke 10:25-37
	
	Luke 10:25-37 hinges on the question posed by the lawyer. He asks Jesus, “and who is my neighbour?” There follows a parable, the story of the good Samaritan, which ends with an opportunity for the lawyer to answer the question himself. Whether this portion of scripture can technically be called a parable is a matter of some debate,[footnoteRef:1] however for the purposes of this exegesis the commonly understood definition will suffice. “…parables are short stories that teach a moral or spiritual lesson by analogy or similarity.” [footnoteRef:2] Luke makes several references to Jesus’ journey to Jerusalem both before and after this episode, indicating a period of movement by Jesus towards the passion narrative. Jesus answers comments and questions from those he meets on the journey whilst preparing his disciples for the job they must do after his death. This text sits between Jesus sending out “labourers” for the harvest (a reference to commissioning disciples) and his arrival at the home of Mary and Martha. Jesus uses the women as examples of differing approaches to discipleship. This parable, therefore, sits alone in Luke’s travel/teaching narrative, unlike Matthew and Mark where parable narratives run in series. This is the first parable in Luke’s gospel which is unique to the Lukan narrative, and it begins with a challenge to Jesus. Vs.25, a lawyer “stood up to test Jesus”, “…what must I do to inherit eternal life?”  [1:  Joseph A. Fitzmyer, The Gospel According To Luke X-XXIV, Anchor Bible 28A (Doubleday & Co., 1986) p. 883.]  [2:  Cliff Leitch, "The Parables of Jesus" The Christian Bible Reference Site. 1996-2014. 
	<https://www.christianbiblereference.org/jparable.htm>  [Accessed 14 February 2022].] 

	Variously called lawyer (NRSV), teacher of the law (ERV), expert in the law (NIV), expert in Moses’ law (TLB) and expert in Torah (CJB), there is no doubt that the person who asks this question is a Jewish authority in Hebrew law. His question to Jesus seems combative in tone, perhaps intended to “determine his credentials.” [footnoteRef:3] Certainly, the word “justify”’ (vs.29), used across many translations, indicates the lawyer is “suspicious and unreceptive.” [footnoteRef:4] Luke, through the lawyer, immediately gets to the heart of the matter (vs.25) “what must I do to inherit eternal life?” Jesus, in rabbinic style, answers with another question.[footnoteRef:5] The lawyer’s answer establishes agreement between the two; the love of God and neighbour is central to the law of Moses and living in this way will bring eternal life (vs.27-28). Luke now opens the way for one of his most important theological themes, inclusivity.[footnoteRef:6] The lawyer asks, “and who is my neighbour?” Perhaps this question is a narrative device intended to inform Luke’s God-fearing (Gentile) audience. However, the Jewish contingent, along with the lawyer, will already know what a “neighbour” is understood to be.[footnoteRef:7] [3:  John Barton & John Muddiman Eds. The Oxford Bible Commentary (OUP, 2001) p. 942.]  [4:  Robert C. Tannehill, ‘Luke’, Abingdon New Testament Commentaries, (Nashville, Abingdon Press, 1996) p. 	181.]  [5:  Craig A. Evans, ‘The Good Samaritan (Luke 10:25-42)’, New International Biblical Commentary 3, (Peabody  	Baker Pub. Group, 2011_1990) .epub. p. 221. [Accessed via UWTSD Moodle] and 
	George Shillington, An Introduction To The Study Of Luke-Acts, (New York, Bloomsbury, 2006) p. 42.]  [6:  Anna Wierzbicka, ‘The Good Samaritan’, What Did Jesus Mean? (OUP, 2001, Oxford Scholarship Online, 2003) 	DOI: 10.1093/0195137337.003.0016.]  [7:  V. George Shillington, An Introduction To The Study Of Luke-Acts, (New York, Bloomsbury, 2006) p. 43.] 

	The lawyer quotes Deuteronomy 6:5 (love God) and Leviticus, 19:18 (love your neighbour). However, the lawyer’s understanding of neighbourliness comes from Hebrew Bible sources[footnoteRef:8] so he asks for clarification. Vs.30, Jerusalem to Jericho: Barclay writes that this road was “notoriously dangerous”, and that the traveller was “reckless” and “foolhardy” for travelling alone.[footnoteRef:9] If this is the case, he has brought this situation upon himself. His predicament would engender varying responses from Jesus’ audience. Compassion is surely the desired effect, but knowing the road as they do, some, like Barclay, may believe he got what he deserved. In retrospect, this makes the actions of the Samaritan even more compelling.  [8:  Deut. 7:2-3.]  [9:  William Barclay, ‘The Gospel of Luke’, The Daily Study Bible, (Edinburgh, The Saint Andrew Press, 1990) 
	pp. 138-9.] 

	Vs.31-32, The Priest, and the Levite: The traveller is said to have been left “half dead”, which poses a conundrum for the priest. If he is on his way to the temple he will shy away from what appears to be a dead man. He cannot risk “ritual defilement through a corpse”,[footnoteRef:10] his love of the law is stronger than his compassion for his fellow man. Likewise the Levite, who is devout, and protective of his status within the temple hierarchy. Walking by is their only option.  [10:  Tannehill, ‘Luke’, p. 183.] 

	Vs.33, the Samaritan “was moved with pity”: The ESV uses the word “compassion” here, but to use the word esplanchnisthe (Greek) in the same breath as the word Samaritan would puzzle Jesus’ listeners.[footnoteRef:11] Vs.34, The Samaritan goes to great lengths to help the traveller. He uses his personal supply of bandages, oil, and wine, to clean and dress the wounds. Perhaps a travelling merchant, the Samaritan is prepared to use his provisions on a sick stranger.[footnoteRef:12] Add to this his delayed journey while he lifts the traveller onto “his own animal”, takes him to an inn, and pays the innkeeper. The phrase “took care of him” comes across as an understatement and would have shocked Jesus’ listeners. Barclay writes that the rescuer may not have been a “Samaritan” at all. The word was used as a derogatory insult, inferring heretic, unclean, or unworthy.[footnoteRef:13] Vs.35, The promise to return with more payment would add to the confusion of the audience as they try to identify with the unlikely hero. [11:  Ibid.]  [12:  Fitzmyer, The Gospel According To Luke, p. 888.]  [13:  Barclay, ‘The Gospel of Luke’, pp. 139-140.] 

	Vs.36, “Which of these three, do you think, was a neighbour…?” The lawyer’s answer is the one Jesus is expecting, vs.37 “the one who showed him mercy.” Ironically, those in the parable who adhere to the requirements of Jewish ceremonial law are the ones who are unable to go to the aid of the suffering man. “…show them no mercy” (Deut. 7:2-3) is the lawyer’s understanding of the law, but Jesus is challenging him to call the Samaritan, (who has no concern for Jewish oral laws and traditions) his neighbour. 
	Unlike the synoptic quest stories (the use of which Luke makes more than the other synoptic gospel writers)[footnoteRef:14] this episode of interaction does not conclude with an outcome. Instead, Jesus closes by instructing the lawyer to adhere to the law of Moses by ‘loving’ someone he would never have called a neighbour. Indeed, he is challenged to ‘love’ a Samaritan, the one person who is no one’s ‘neighbour’. Luke’s theological approach to societal “injustice and exclusion” is a reversal of societal structures. Those with status, riches, and power; the priest, the Levite, and the lawyer, are “put down”, whilst the outcast and the poor are “exalted”.[footnoteRef:15] Consider then the contrast between the law of Moses, intricately understood by the lawyer, and Jesus’ instruction to “go and do likewise”, vs.37. By a clever twist in interpretation, and to the lawyer’s shame, Jesus has publicly won this episode of rabbinic parrying. [14:  Tannehill, ‘Luke’, p. 111.]  [15:  Ibid. p. 109.] 

	Although the parable of the good Samaritan is unique to Luke’s gospel, the inherent message threads though all the synoptics. The command to “love thy neighbour” arises in Matt 5:43-45, Matt 22:37-38, and Mark 12:28-34, as well as Luke 6:27-36. Later Luke expands the Samaritan figure to mean “foreigner” 17:16-18, thus ever widening the circle of inclusivity. 
	Through this passage Luke’s message of eternal life is made clear for the first time. Until now Luke’s narrative has pointed towards the Kingdom of God (see 4:43, 6:20, 8:10, 10:9). He now draws together the image of the Kingdom of God with the complex concept of eternal life, and how one might “inherit” it. 
	“Eternal life” is an uncommon phrase in the Hebrew Bible, although there is occasional reference to it.[footnoteRef:16] 3 Maccabees 7:6 connects eternal life to the Fatherhood of God and therefore the question of Jewish ‘inheritance’. Even if Jesus’ Jewish listeners were not fully aware of the intricacies of these texts it might be conjectured that both the lawyer, and perhaps Luke’s intended readership, were. Whatever his intention, Luke has neatly introduced a question central to the Christian faith, asked by the one man who not only knew the theoretical answer, but ironically, was unable to put it into practice.[footnoteRef:17] Through the question, answer, and parable narrative the gospel of Luke is underpinned with this thread of Lucan theology. [16:  Daniel 12:2.]  [17:  Evans, ‘The Good Samaritan’, p. 221.] 

	Jesus continues his journey towards Jerusalem teaching not only the crowds, but also his disciples, the minutiae of living the Christian life (although Luke does not apply the word “Christian” to Jesus’ followers until Acts 11:26). Jesus’ teaching comprises many forms, necessarily so since he is addressing different types of people in varying situations, all of whom he includes in his message. The question of eternal life is not, however, central to this episode. The focus of the parable is the question “who is my neighbour”, which is employed to address one of Luke’s significant theological concerns, “that foreigners, outcasts, poor and humble may all receive God’s mercy.”[footnoteRef:18] [18:  Ibid.] 
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