
 



SAMARITAN  

THE HEART OF GOD OUTSIDE RELIGION 

 

THE MAN 

 

He lay bleeding and unconscious, his body bruised and battered – naked but unaware of his shame. 

Blood poured from gaping wounds inflicted by the blunt instruments of his attackers. He was as good as 

dead 1  – indeed their intention had been to kill him. After finishing with him they had carelessly tossed 

his naked, bleeding body at the side of the dusty road - he would not live to tell the tale – there would 

be no witness, no one who might track them down or tell others.  

 

They had taken everything – stripped him even of his last vestige of clothing. Although a Jew - there 

was nothing now left to identify him – not even his race or status.  As his life slowly ebbed away, 

buzzards appeared overhead, circling - waiting for the last beat of his heart so they could feast on his 

bloodied body. 

 

Momentarily now the man lapsed in and out of consciousness – his lucid moments punctuated by 

excruciating pain. All hope was gone – unless someone came to his aid – and quickly! 

 

THE ROAD 

 
Seventeen miles of desert road separates Jerusalem and Jericho – the road beside which the dying man 

lay. The former is located some 2700 feet above sea level, while the latter, the lowest city in the planet, 

lies 850 feet below the level of the sea. Consequently, the traveller descended over 3000 feet during 

what was an arduous and extremely dangerous journey. Yet, being the principal highway it was fairly 

well travelled and on many sections the traveller could clearly see for miles ahead. 

 

One might surmise that to travel alone was foolish – yet such was the danger faced by almost every 

traveller, alone or in a group. For centuries, indeed until relatively recent times, the rich pickings from 

travellers on this road had financed the lifestyle of cruel, callous bands of highwaymen. So infamous 

was this route that it had earned the nickname  – “The Bloody Way”. 

 

A SAVIOUR? 

 

In a conscious moment the dying man saw, through blurred vision, the shape of a fellow traveller 

approaching. He was mounted on a horse or donkey – but that was all he could make out.2 Hope rose 

within him – like the hope of a half drowned, shipwrecked man in seeing an approaching vessel. 

Salvation was at hand – but he could not understand why the traveller seemed to keep his distance. 

Seconds passed - he should have dismounted by now, come to help but instead he was passing him by 

                                                
1 The rabbis identified various stages of death. The term “half dead” used in the Gospel of Luke is equivalent to the 
rabbinical category “next to death” which meant at the point of death. (See Bailey – Through Peasant Eyes – 42) 
Brad Young further points out that the word employed in the original text – ”goses” – meant a dying man who is in 
agony. (See Young – Jesus the Jewish Theologian – 166) 
2 Given his status this man, a priest, would almost certainly been mounted on an animal. 



on the far side of the road and soon disappearing out of sight – just like a ship passing in the night. Did 

he not see him – why had he not come to help? His sudden reason for hope disappeared as quickly as it 

had risen.  

 

Minutes later, to his amazement, another mounted traveller appeared. He had seen him; he was sure 

because this man came much closer – even looked down at him. Surely he would help. The now 

desperate man could see that this traveller wore the religious dress of a Levite – a deeply religious Jew. 

There was no doubt in his mind but that he would help. The Levite came no closer than a few feet 

before the injured man lapsed once more into unconsciousness. Quickly the traveller re-mounted his 

animal and left the scene – who knew but that the robbers who had attacked the injured man were still 

in the area? 

 

RELIGION 

 
The first traveller who failed to help the injured man was, as we know, a priest. But why did such an 

upstanding religious figure – who one would have expected to show compassion and pity, fail to help a 

fellow man in desperate need? 

 

The poor priest gets a bad press – but pause for a moment and think of his predicament. In all 

likelihood he and the Levite who followed him were on their way home to Jericho after performing their 

term of duty and service at the temple in Jerusalem.3 Both men were extremely religious – but also 

fanatically legalistic.4 They probably did not know whether the man at the roadside was dead or not - 

and to touch a dead body would have resulted in ritual impurity for both of them. The priest in 

particular could, according to his written code of ethics, pass no nearer than within four cubits of a dead 

body without making himself ritually impure - hence the reason for his passing by on the other side of 

the road. 5 Furthermore to have returned home from Jerusalem in an impure state would have resulted 

in great humiliation, and there was a lengthy purification process lasting a full week. 6 

 

In actual fact the priest was a victim of his theology. His was a religion of do’s and don’ts. He looked on 

the biblical command to  “love his neighbour”, as conditional while his ritual rules and regulations were 

unconditional – it was as black and white as that 7. He had a legal right and excuse to pass by the man 

lying at the roadside and he felt fully justified in his action. Such is the cold and calculating heart of 

legalistic religion. Regrettably similar attitudes abound within the Christian community even today. 

 

                                                
3 Large numbers of priests lived in Jericho - travelling frequently to Jerusalem for two-week periods of service at the 
temple. 
4 Both of these men are identified as Saducees. This party held fastidiously to their written laws - while the 
Pharisees, in addition to the written law, followed oral law and tradition. The oral law declared that every written law 
may be broken to preserve life. However the Saducees did not accept this interpretation. 
5 In addition if the priest discovered the man was dead he would have been obliged to rend his garments – which 
was in conflict with another law -  “not to destroy valuable things”. (See Bailey – Through Peasant Eyes – 45) 
6 His purification process would have involved finding, buying and reducing a red heifer to ashes. This was both an 
expensive and lengthy process. 
7 In fact the command of God is very clear – “Never seek revenge or bear a grudge against anyone, but love your 
neighbour as yourself. I am the Lord”. (Leviticus 19:18 – NLT) 



The second passer by – the Levite8 was slightly less restricted. For instance, he was only required to 

maintain strict ritual purity during his term of service at the temple. Theologically he is much freer to 

render assistance than the priest – so why did he not do so? 

 

It is almost certain that the Levite knew the priest had preceded him, perhaps only minutes before.9 In 

addition, as we indicated earlier the road lends itself to travellers seeing for some distance – so in all 

likelihood he saw the priest pass the place where the dying man lay. At any rate cultural authorities 

agree this would have been taken for granted by Jesus listeners. This being the case the Levite finds 

himself in a difficult position for, were he to do what the priest failed to do, he, a layman, would in 

essence be calling into question the judgement and behaviour of his religious superior. The power of 

example is devastating. In addition, the Levite and no doubt the priest were conscious of the immediate 

danger to themselves for it was obvious to both of them that the man had been robbed – and his 

attackers may still have been lurking nearby. 

 

Both of these religious figures, by their neglect, literally added insult to injury. Despite their religious 

profession, and hidden from any public observation of their callous behaviour they leave a dying man to 

his fate. 

 

The parable Jesus is relating to the crowd who pressed around him on this occasion – was told in direct 

response to the question of a religious expert – “Who is my neighbour”. No one standing in the crowd 

could have any doubt but that the two, normally highly respected religious figures in the story, had 

failed the test. But who would save the man? 

 

Perhaps many if not most in the crowd expected a less legalistic religious figure to appear on the scene 

– perhaps a Pharisee who held that it was incumbent – above every other law, to act in order to save 

life. However no one but no one expected the turn of events about to unfold! 

 

A STRANGER 

 

Most of us have become familiar with this story - universally known as – “The Good Samaritan”. 

However no one in the crowd Jesus was addressing would have called a Samaritan good. In fact they 

viewed Samaritans as devils, an evil race – the enemy. Yet, it is a Samaritan who next happens on our 

dying man! The Samaritan, although not classed as a gentile, is a hated heretic. Never the less he is 

bound by the same Torah as the pure Jew – so how will he react? 

 

At this point there is no one in the crowd who is not listening intently – some are shocked, others are 

outraged – and by this time many could see where the story was going. But they were still not prepared 

for what followed.  

 

                                                
8 The Levites were religious professionals who worked in the Jewish temple in Jerusalem along with the priests. 
Because of their service in the temple, the Levites were recognised and respected members of the religious 
establishment at the time of Jesus. 
9 It is most likely that in such circumstances these men would have known each other as they worked in the Temple 
together. 



FINAL HOPE 

 

He did not see his saviour for he was unconscious. The traveller who followed the Levite was appalled 

when he saw the man – immediately struck by that sick feeling in the pit of the stomach on seeing such 

a traumatic scene. But he was also filled with compassion – a compassion that led to immediate action. 
10 

 

This man also risked ritual contamination in what he is about to do – but it appears he is motivated by a 

higher principle. As a hated Samaritan the men who beat and robbed the injured man would gladly 

have added his property and animals to their booty. They may have had some respect for the religious 

figures who had gone before – but none for a Samaritan devil. That he consequently exposed himself to 

real danger – there is no doubt. 

He dismounted and ran over to the dying man – immediately tearing his own robe to make bandages to 

stem the bleeding.   

What he did next was as full of symbolism as it was a life saving action, for Jesus tells us that he – 

“went to him, and bound up his wounds, pouring in oil and wine, and set him on his own beast… “ 11 

The order of the first aid administered here and the terms used by Jesus appear strange but are in fact 

most significant. Ancient texts confirm the order as recorded in the King James Version of the Bible in 

that -  “(He) bound up his wounds, pouring in oil and wine”. The bandaging of his wounds is mentioned 

first – before the pouring of oil and wine! We would reverse the process, using the oil and wine on the 

wound before bandaging it  – so why did Jesus use this order? There is little doubt but that he was 

using, as one authority states – “imagery used of God as he acts to save people”. 12 Jesus religious 

audience would at once have connected such language with words like those used by the prophet 

Jeremiah – “For I will restore health to you and heal you of your wounds, says the Lord”. 13 Think of it – 

a hated Samaritan is revealing the heart of God  – while those who were supposed to represent him 

had failed miserably!  

 

We need to pause here for a moment and listen also to the prophet Hosea – “Come, and let us return 

to the Lord; for he has torn, but he will heal us: He has stricken, but he will bind us up. After two days 

he will revive us; on the third day he will raise us up, that we may live in his sight…. I desire mercy and 

not sacrifice, and the knowledge of God more than burnt offerings…. A band of robbers lie in wait for a 

man, So the company of priest’s murder on the way to Shechem…. 14 Such scriptures were well known 

to Jesus audience and we cannot help but think that their minds were drawn to them as Jesus spoke. 

 

Where religion had failed this dying man  - a despised outsider became his saviour! Religion has in fact 

changed little over the centuries – and the true heart of God is still to be found in the strangest of 

places  - even amongst the despised and rejected! 

 

                                                
10 The Greek word used here for compassion - splagcnivzomai (splanchnizomai), is the same word used to describe 
the compassion of the father for his lost son in Luke 15:20 and the word used when Jesus met the widow at Nain 
who had lost her only son - Luke 7:13.  
11 Luke 10:34 - KJV 
12 Derrett – quoted in Bailey – Through Peasant Eyes – 49 
13 Jeremiah 30:17 NKJV.  



But the symbolism does not end here  - for oil and wine were not only the practical elements of ancient 

first aid – but very clearly objects which were also employed in worship! Indeed these were both 

elements that the Priest would have used during his term of service at the Temple.15 As he knelt over 

the broken body, pouring oil and wine on the mans wounds – the minds of some of Jesus listeners must 

have drifted again to the Priest who passed by a short time before. Was it not he who had just used 

these elements at the alter in the temple as he offered his sacrifices - element that proclaimed the 

pouring out of love, mercy and grace. Yet, as we have just seen in the words of Hosea - God demanded 

that these symbols find reality in  “mercy and not sacrifice“. 

 

But as the Samaritan poured in the oil and wine – he also poured in another invisible element – love! 

His motivation was not the adulation of a watching crowd, the thought of financial reward – or any 

reward for that matter but simply pure love motivated by a heart of compassion – the same compassion 

that is the heart of God. The Samaritan is not only a picture of true neighbourliness – but also a picture 

of the divine heart! 

 

In my occupation I have seen more than my fair share of the battered, bruised and bleeding – yet I still 

recoil from a blood soaked body. My reaction is to keep my distance – so as not to become 

contaminated by the blood of another. Therefore the next action of the Samaritan draws my admiration 

more than any other – for he placed his arms under this bloody mess and lifted the man on to his own 

animal. 16 You do not come in to such close proximity to a seriously injured man without his blood 

staining your own clothing. The significance of this will become apparent later.  

 

At this point all thought of his own business and the possible financial loss, of his own safety and 

wellbeing, even of his reputation has now been forgotten – his all consuming passion is to restore to 

health and fitness the man who now lies helplessly on his donkey. He might be a nobody - but to the 

Samaritan he is everything! The urgent need of the moment is to get him to a place of shelter where he 

can further attend to his medical needs and see that he receives rest and has time to recuperate. He 

will stop at noting to bring health and restoration.  

 

The nearest place of safety was, in all probability, in Jericho – a Jewish town. But there was a problem. 

Remember the Jewish people considered this man an enemy – just as much as a member of Hamas 

would be in Israel today. And he has on his donkey a badly injured Jew who may perhaps be known to 

people in Jericho. Furthermore, the blood of the injured man has, in all probability, stained the 

Samaritans clothing – guess who the townsfolk of Jericho will blame his injuries? If you find that difficult 

                                                                                                                                       
14 Hosea 6 NKJV 
15 During his daily duty in the Temple at Jerusalem the Priest would have offered incense (oil). He would also have 
poured out an offering of wine. It is also interesting to note that the Priest would have repeated the priestly blessing, 
in which the he invoked God’s name on the people - "May the LORD bless you and take care of you; may the LORD 
be kind and gracious to you; may the LORD look on you with favour and give you peace." (Numbers 6.24–26). 
However he obviously failed to practice this prayer himself! 
16 In all probability the man was riding a donkey – but the words used in the original text appear to indicate he may 
have had other animals – possibly bearing goods. We know for instance that he had “oil and wine” in his possession 
– indicating he was probably a trader. This being the case he was in extreme danger of becoming a victim of the 
robbers himself. Furthermore - traders were probably disliked because they made a living at the expense of others; 
they were considered thieves. They also frequented inns, which likewise had bad reputations. 

 



to comprehend - imagine a Palestinian member of Hamas driving in to Jerusalem with a badly injured 

Israeli soldier in his Jeep - or a Roman Catholic in Northern Ireland arriving in a staunchly loyalist 

housing estate in Belfast with a seriously beaten member of the Orange Lodge lying on the back seat of 

his car!  But none of this appears to be a consideration to the Samaritan – the injured man’s welfare is 

all that matters!  

 

THE HOTEL 

 

It was late evening when they arrived in Jericho. Finding a hotel to accommodate them at such an hour 

was difficult – but eventually a suitable place was found. Our saviour gently lifted his precious cargo 

from the donkey and carried him to a room where he made him as comfortable as possible and settled 

down for a long night. He remained awake through the small hours – watching as the injured man slept 

fitfully and wakened regularly. Each time he woke he felt a reassuring touch with words of 

encouragement – clean bandages and a little food and water were always on hand. By morning his 

condition had improved dramatically – but he was still weak and would require several days rest and 

attention before he would be able to walk again.  

 

As daylight filtered in to the small room, for the first time, the injured man got a clear view of his 

saviours face. His heart almost stopped beating – he was a Samaritan! Never before had he been is 

such close proximity to an individual of the despised race – far less spoken to or been touched by one. 

He felt revolted – but then had his own people not passed him by – left him for dead? People who he 

had respected – leaders in Judaism, his own faith, had utterly failed him.  Yet, this despised Samaritan 

had saved him! Had he been wrong all these years – were all the strange things he had heard about 

them really true? How could they be? He had been had robbed of everything – but this Samaritan had 

clothed him with his own garments. He didn’t have a penny left  - but this individual had provided a roof 

over his head for the night and taken care of his every need. But how should he react – what should he 

say? And what would happen now?  

 

More immediate concerns began to play on his mind. He was still weak – his injuries would take some 

time to heal. The innkeeper would probably dump him on the street – profit was likely his only concern. 

But it was the Samaritan who spoke first – as if he had read his mind – “ don’t worry – I’ll pay for your 

accommodation – just as long as it takes – you have no need to worry about anything - just rest until 

you feel better, leave all the arrangements with me. I’ll make sure you are well cared for.”   What kind 

of man was this – who would lay aside everything – his own safety, his own time, his own business – 

and now even his own money, for an injured and penniless stranger? Was he trying to convert him to 

Samaratinism, to impress his friends with how kind he was? He waited for the punch line – to be asked 

to repeat the Samaritan’s’ prayer.  That was it - he wanted another soul - an extra notch in his 

evangelical gun! But the “God” speech did not come! It did not need to  - for the Samaritan was all he 

had ever imagined God would be. 

 

Again the Samaritan spoke - simply but with deep compassion and genuine concern assuring him that 

everything would be paid for and that he would make sure someone looked after him until he was 

strong enough to fend for himself – and he would return to see that all was well. He then rose, bent 



over the injured man and kissed him according to eastern custom before leaving the room. There was 

no demand for any future payment for his time, trouble or financial loss. He turned and smiled as he 

left the room. It was then that it struck him, the thing that was so different about his saviour – it was 

his eyes! He had never seen eyes that burned with such deep compassion and love – there was 

something of heaven in them. That was the last time he ever saw him, for he would leave before his 

saviour could return – but the Samaritan had changed his life forever.   

 

As soon as the stranger had left he felt a strange longing – to “do” something to repay the kindness 

that had been shown to him  – but he was incapable of doing anything. He simply had to accept, with a 

grateful heart, that he had been the recipient of extreme grace – and rest in it. As he lay back on the 

pillow, the innkeeper popped his head through the door – “who was that guy?” he asked. “I don’t know 

– man I didn’t even get his name, how stupid of me – why do you ask”? “Never met such a trusting 

fellow in all my years in this business – he left me a heap of money and told me look after you - give 

you everything you need – you’ll be well looked after!17 Said he would be back to with more cash if I 

needed it – amazing!” With that he turned and left. 

 

The listening crowd began to mutter amongst themselves – then they heard Jesus speak again - “Who 

was neighbour to the man?”  Jesus asked the religious leader who had posed the question.  “I suppose 

the one who showed him mercy”, came the reply. “Yes - you go and do the same” Jesus said.  

 

So the story had come full circle – the religious leader had grasped, intellectually, the relevance and 

impact of the parable. In other words he accepted the theology – but the big question now was – would 

he put the lesson in to practice? 

 

ANOTHER DAY 

 

It was outside Jerusalem on another day, but this time for real – a dead man suspended between 

heaven and the dust  - hanging on a Roman cross. On this occasion it was not thieves or robbers but 

religion in consort with the powers of hell that was responsible for his fate. Hundreds had watched him 

die – but his Samaritan had not come – and even if he had he could not have saved him. Now lifeless 

and unrecognisable he could not see the two men who slowly approached him.  

 

The crowd had gone home – although a few grief stricken women stood nearby, rooted to the spot 

close to where their saviour had died such a terrible death – they saw - but could not believe their eyes. 

They knew both men – they were members of the Sanhedrain18 – the very Jewish council that has 

condemned Jesus to death. What did they want – had they come to see the result of their hellish 

decision – to be sure the job was done? Sudden anger now mixed with the pain in their hearts – how 

could created men be so cruel and callous. But as they watched they could not believe their eyes – for 

with great difficulty the two men began to struggle with the standing cross on which Jesus was still 

                                                
17 Estimates of monetary value of the coins given by the Samaritan to the Innkeeper vary from enough to cover two 
weeks to two months care and provision at the inn. In any case the amount of money was not insignificant. 
18 The Sanhedrin (meaning – “sitting together”) was the name given to the council of seventy-one Jewish sages who 
constituted the Supreme Court and legislative body of Ancient Israel. 



impaled and eventually succeeded in lowering it to the ground. They struggled to remove the large 

spikes impaled through Jesus hands and his feet – their good clothing becoming blood splattered and 

soiled by the body fluids that seeped from the lifeless corpse. In so doing both men became more than 

dirty - but also ritually unclean – contaminated - untouchables. But they knew what they were doing – 

for their contamination was calculated and considered. It was in reality a complete reversal of the 

actions of the Priest and Levite who had passed by on the other side. 

 

Was it Joseph or perhaps Nicodemus who had posed the question on the day Jesus told the story of the 

Samaritan? Of course we do not know – but either or both could well have been in the listening crowd - 

for they were highly respected experts in Jewish law and procedure – just like the man who had 

questioned Jesus. At any rate there is little doubt but that they were fully aware of his parable for, on a 

similar occasion a short time after Jesus had related the story, someone had shouted -  “You Samaritan 

Devil! Didn’t we say all along that you were possessed by a demon?” 19 Undoubtedly Jesus story of the 

Samaritan had became another nail in his coffin - a stick with which to beat and discredit him. 

 

But what the watching women did not know was that these two men had not consented to Jesus death 

– in fact Nicodemus had actually made an attempt to defend him before the council.20 Until now they 

had been secret disciples – but no longer could they hold their secret – even when the death of Jesus 

could have been their best excuse for remaining silent. Consequently, ignoring all religious 

considerations and the possible consequences  - both men chose to ally themselves, at the moment of 

his death, with the one who had become known as the demon possessed Samaritan. From now on they 

would be two of his most faithful followers. 

 

WHO IS THE SAMARATIN 

 

The Samaritan is a picture of the heart of God, which exists apart from and outside traditional forms 

and accepted expressions of religion. He is not a Jew, Gentile, Protestant, Catholic, Evangelical or 

Charismatic – but one who lives beyond the boundaries of all accepted forms and shades of religion. He 

is regarded by the orthodox as a heretic – way outside the fold of what was acceptable. Yet as such he 

reveals the compassionate heart of the true God! If it was possible then it is possible now! How often 

do we deny what may be a true expression of the heart of God by restricting Him within our own 

tradition and within our own boundaries? 

 

It is also safe to assume that the Samaritan in this story had himself become a recipient of the love of 

the one true Father – else he could not be a channel of it to others.  

 

Yet the love displayed by the Samaritan at times appears to go beyond the limit of human love – 

beyond what we are capable of. The reason is not hard to find – for, in reality, this parable portrays an 

even deeper truth – it is a picture of God himself – the one who is in very essence  - love. The 

Samaritan represents He who is in Wesley’s words -  “Love divine, all loves excelling”. 

 

                                                
19 John 8: 48 - NLT 



CONCLUSION 

 

In this story Jesus deliberately used a man he knew was despised by his hearers to reveal the possibility 

that His Father lives and moves outside the box of religion into which men seek to place and restrict 

him. God does not live in our box – or within the restrictions of our tradition. He always goes beyond 

what religion finds “acceptable” in his passion and love for broken humanity. He calls us to follow him, 

to  – “Go out to him outside the camp and bear the disgrace he bore.”21 The Samaritan, Nicodemus, 

Joseph and Jesus are our example. The question is - will we follow them? 

 

 

 

                                                                                                                                       
20 See – John 7:50 
21 Hebrews 13:13 - NLT 


