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Luke 10:25-37  The Good Samaritan 

The prophet Amos, who lived about eight centuries before Christ, had a vision which we heard described in the OT reading. In the vision he saw God as a builder standing at the top of a wall with a plumb line in his hand. High tech builders these days use laser beams instead, but plumb lines are still pretty common. 

A plumb line is simply a weight on the end of a string. But what it does, when we hold it up against a wall or a post, is tell us whether the wall is straight. When the brickies use them they hang it from a post where they want to build the wall and then just make sure that each new row of bricks is the same distance from the string as the last one and that way they get a perfectly vertical wall. 

Now you might wonder why such equipment is necessary - surely builders can see easily enough whether something is going up straight or not. But we all know that our eyes can play tricks on us. 

What is it that tricks our eyes into seeing things wrongly? It’s the things around it. They distort your perception.

If you stand next to a wall on level ground with nothing crooked around it, your naked eye will give you a reasonably good reading of the angle of a wall. But if the ground has a bit of a slope, or another wall is not straight, you need a plumb line or a spirit level to give you an accurate reference.

So when Amos saw God holding a plumb line to a wall he heard God say, “I am using this to show that my people are like a wall that is out of line.” God’s people were found to be off at an angle from where they were supposed to be. They didn’t measure up. And what’s more – they didn’t realise that they were out of line, because their perspective had been distorted by what was around them.
Many of the stories we have about Jesus show us Jesus doing a similar thing - holding up a plumb line to the people around him. And in today’s gospel we have an example. It’s one of the best known stories of Jesus, a story so well known that if we’re not careful, its very familiarity can cause us to miss what God is saying to us.


It starts with a question put to Jesus by one of the experts in the law.  It was a theological question about the qualifications for eternal life – a question on the hearts of many. “What must I do to inherit eternal life?” says the lawyer. 

Jesus is aware that the lawyer knows the technical “answers”, and so says to him – “Well what do YOU think?  How do YOU read the law?”

The lawyer replies, “Do what the law says, love the Lord your God with all your heart, soul and mind, and love your neighbour as yourself.” 

 “You’ve answered correctly,” says Jesus.  “Do this and you will live.”  

As Jesus so often did, when he interacted with people, he touched a nerve.  He’d highlighted something that was bothering the lawyer – the question of how far you had to go in obeying these commandments. How good was good enough? So the lawyer asked another question that he hoped would get him off the hook.  If he could narrow down the candidates that he was supposed to love, then perhaps he wouldn’t be doing so badly.  Popular thinking was that one’s “neighbour” was someone of the same fold;  friends and fellow Jews; that you didn’t have to love your enemies. (Ring any other bells about Jesus teaching?) If that was all the lawyer had to do, perhaps he was fine.

So he asks, “Who is my neighbour?” 


And Jesus gets the plumb line out. He tells the story of the Good Samaritan - a story which would have blown the lawyers conceptions out of the water! Jesus vividly challenged the lawyer’s incorrect perspective, and instead lined him up with God’s perspective. 

We’re all familiar with the story. We’ve heard it so often.  – A robber set upon by thieves, and left dying on the side of the road.  He’s ignored by both a priest and a Levite – supposedly men of the law and of faith – and finally helped by a despised Samaritan, of all people.  But the sting in the tail of this story is often lost on us because we’re not so aware of the naked hostility between Jews and Samaritans. 

If Jesus were telling the story to us today, it wouldn’t be about a Samaritan. It would be about a person from some group of people who to us would embody all that is godless and corrupt in the world. Instead of a good “Samaritan,” it might be a good terrorist; or a good drug dealer. Or it might be about a good dole bludger, or a good petty criminal. It would be about someone who to us would be the scum of the earth.  Someone we would feel justified in condemning, rejecting, and ignoring – because that person was a blight on the face of society.

Jesus was highlighting the lawyer’s warped perspective.  The lawyer was surrounded by people who thought and taught that you only had to love those who loved you. He’d grown up believing it, thinking that it was God’s way.  But the story is a plumbline. It illustrates GOD’S true perspective – that love must be unconditional. Love is not to be restricted by barriers of tradition, difference, bigotry or hatred. That the commandment is not about petty arguments over WHO your neighbour is; rather it is about BEING a neighbour to anyone in need.


What about us? Culture is a powerful thing. We live, eat and breathe the same cultural atmosphere as the most hardened unbeliever. It is very easy to be drawn into our culture’s prejudices, and to become desensitised to the radical standards of Jesus. Often we too may not be aware that we have gone out of alignment until God holds the plumb line up to us and we can see where we are in relation to where we are supposed to be.

How many of us would stop to assist a drunk in a gutter, or a tramp asleep on a park bench in the freezing cold?  Would we perhaps tell ourselves they’ve chosen that lifestyle – so it’s their problem.  If they really wanted help, there are welfare agencies. That it’s not our job!  

Closer to home, perhaps – do we avoid the demanding people in our family or our community?  The whingers?  Those who seem to always be emotionally needy or miserable?  It’s hard work coming alongside such people.  Maybe we think that’s not our job either.  Such people have their families to listen to their complaints.  And they can always go see the minister if they really need help.  

I may have told this story before…(hard to remember sometimes)…but I belonged to a church many years ago that was a typical WASP church – that’s white, Anglo-Saxon Protestant, most of whom were comfortably off. There was one member of the congregation who was a bit slow, but who had a heart of gold. He lived next door to a single mum who had three wild kids.  He was friendly towards her, helped her out from time to time – and wonder of wonders – in time got her to come to church with her kids.

Well, the morning service went into shock.  The children burned around, making altogether too much noise, and at the end of the service fell upon the morning tea like vultures. They ignored suggestions from the adults, swore when provoked, and got into scuffles with each other. After a few weeks of this, the mum found the disapproving stares and comments rather off putting, and she stopped coming.  

Now we were very proud of our pastoral care program at the time, and I asked the rector if one of the pastoral carers might follow this mum up.  I expected him to have a quick think, and suggest someone who lived nearby who could to go and see her.  But instead, he said, “I don’t really think our church is ready for someone like Sharon.”   In other words, we’re better off without her disruptive influence…..

I thought that was rather sad.

Do we convince ourselves that such an attitude is actually acceptable in God’s sight, because others will take care of the needs?  I wonder.

If we will allow it to, this parable will challenge us as much as it challenged the lawyer. 

Just as the lawyer needed to change his perspective, so we need to be alert to the things around us that skew our perspective.  Things like the callousness of our culture that seeps into our own consciousness, the ‘not my job’ mentality that is so firmly instilled into us, our love of what is comfortable and familiar, the acquisitive materialism that governs our life.  All of these things blunt our consciousness to the unconditional love of God.  They blunt our awareness of the needs of others.


The words and stories of Jesus time and time again hold a plumbline to our lives and to the culture we see around us. It is only by constant reference to Jesus and to the way he looked at things that we can learn to see ourselves and our surroundings without being drawn into complacency by the distortions all around us. God’s plumb line has become flesh and lived among us and invites us to walk with him and learn to view life from his perspective. 

Let’s pray.

