
READING PARABLES: THE GOOD SAMARITAN 
 

Jesus often taught by telling stories called parables. The word “parable” means 
something like a puzzle or riddle. Parables also have a “metaphorical” quality to them, 
meaning that certain characters or events in the parable point us toward something in 
our world. However, we shouldn’t get too carried away with trying to draw correlations 
between something in the parable and our world; it’s not supposed to be a perfect 
comparison. Rather, it points us to a broader truth, often in a very unexpected way. 
 
Read the parable of the Good Samaritan: Luke 10:25–37. 
 

As stated above, parables have a “metaphorical” quality to them. But remember, 
not everything in the parable stands for something else (Bible readers in the past have 
gotten tripped up by trying to find hidden meanings that aren’t there. For example, the 
donkey in the parable we just read probably doesn’t represent anything else. It’s just a 
donkey). However, there are certain elements of the story that do point us to something 
in our own world. These are called points of reference.  
 

A point of reference is something that the reader needs to understand in order to 
get the point of the parable. We have points of reference in jokes, too. For example: 
 

Q: How did Harry Potter get to the bottom of the hill? 
A: By walking. JK, Rowling! 

 
What are the points of reference in this joke? In other words, what do we need to 

understand in order to get the joke? First, we need to know what Harry Potter is. A 
spaceman who hasn’t heard of Harry Potter books would immediately be at a 
disadvantage here. Second, we need to realize that the author of Harry Potter is J.K. 
Rowling. Finally, we need to understand the fact that “JK” is commonly used (especially in 
texts) to mean, “just kidding.” If the hearer understands all this, then they are prepared 
to understand all that’s going on in the joke! 
 

Parables work the same way. We need to understand the points of reference. 
Here are some important ones for the parable of the Good Samaritan: 
 
1. The road from Jerusalem to Jericho was a notoriously dangerous place to be, so it’s no 
real surprise that someone would get mugged on that road. 
 



2. Priests and Levites (“Temple assistant” in the NLT) were considered to be holy men for 
Jesus’ hearers. In other words, they were the ones who would be expected to do the 
right thing. 
 
3. Samaritans were despised and considered religious heretics who profaned God by 
worshiping him improperly.  
 
4. If the wounded man was nearly dead, then the Samaritan would risk being 
“ceremonially unclean” (Numbers 19:11). This could help make sense of why the Priest 
and Levite avoided the wounded man, and makes it all the more courageous on the part 
of the Samaritan. 
 
5. When the Samaritan gives the innkeeper two coins (denarii) to care for the wounded 
man, it was a very generous amount—about two day’s wages! 
 

In order to understand a parable, we must understand the points of reference as 
the original audience did. The information above gives us enough information to possibly 
re-write the parable for today’s culture. Consider the radical message here: 
 

There was a homeless family on the side of the road, poor and destitute.  A 
Catholic Priest came upon them, but he was in a hurry to get to mass so he pretended not 
to notice.  Next, an Evangelical Pastor came along, but he was late for a board meeting, 
so he switched lanes and kept of driving.  Finally, the leader of the Iowa Atheists and 
Freethinkers drove up.  When he saw them, he pulled over, welcomed them into his car, 
and took them to a motel where he paid for a week’s stay.  The next few days, he helped 
the father find a job and made sure they had everything they needed. 
 

This modern retelling of the parable of the Good Samaritan creates a similar 
response among us as the original story would have had among its original hearers: the 
people who we identify most with don’t help, and the person we might least expect to 
help does. This is used to elicit a response (namely, shock at the prospect that a 
Samaritan/Atheist might somehow demonstrate loving one’s neighbor better than a 
Christian!).  Therefore, Jesus’ command to “Go and do likewise” hits us with more force 
than before. 
 

Doing justice requires generosity. What radical lessons does this parable teach us? 
 
 


