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Suppose Rick had been talking to Justin Welby, the Archbishop of Canterbury, and telling him all about us. 

And Justin decides to write to us. What would he say?! Would he be as positive as Paul was in writing to the 

Colossians – a group of people, a church, which he had never met? 

“I have heard about” (Justin might say): 

- “Your faith in Jesus Christ 

- Your love for all the saints and your love in the Holy Spirit 

- Your faith and love based on hope, a hope which is, of course, laid up for you in heaven 

- You received all this in the word of the truth of the gospel 

- You’ve comprehended the grace of God, in other words the gracious way in which God invites 

us to share in all His blessings 

And so I have not ceased praying for you: that you may be filled with the knowledge of God’s will; that you 

might have all spiritual wisdom and understanding; that you may be made strong with all the strength that 

comes from His glorious power; that you would joyfully give thanks to the Father.” Quite a prayer for us! 

“And”, says Justin, “I want to remind you of several things: that the Father has enabled you (fact) to share 

in the inheritance of the saints; that he has rescued us (fact) from the power of darkness; that he has 

transferred us (fact) into the kingdom of His beloved Son; in whom we have redemption (fact); in whom we 

have forgiveness of sins (fact).” 

Well, that would be a wonderful letter to receive, even if it wasn’t quite as positive about the things he’d 

heard about us, as Paul was about the Colossians (Rick had told him the truth!). It’s a wonderful prayer, a 

wonderful reminder of, confirmation of, assurance of our status as children of God. No wonder that 

Nietzsche wrote that Christ’s disciples should look more redeemed! 

So what has all that wonderful language and prayer and set of assurances got to do with this? 

- What would you do if you came across someone badly beaten up and lying in the street? 

- Or, to give other examples different from our gospel reading, an asylum seeker about to be 

deported back to the country from which she had fled? 

- Or a prostitute whose pimp is a threatening presence in the background? 

- Or someone whose benefits have been cut and who doesn’t yet have their food bank vouchers 

or is too proud to go? 

- Or, to give an experience I had a few years ago, a group of teenage girls apparently beating up a 

younger boy? 

Two readings in huge contrast – one about the glorious language of faith in Jesus Christ, the other about 

down-to-earth practical action in the story of which faith in Jesus isn’t mentioned, and is perhaps 

irrelevant. Are these really opposites, saying different things? 

Well, let’s look at the parable of the Good Samaritan in more detail. First, the man who was beaten up is 

given no identity; he might have been a Jew, but Jesus doesn’t say so. He is what in German would be 

termed ‘Jederman’ – every man, any man, any person. The priest and the Levite represent up-right, God-

fearing people who walk past – more concerned with ritual purity and their own safety than with the plight 
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of the man. They must, however, have justified their (in)action to themselves – too busy, too dangerous, 

he’s probably dead anyway, I must get to the synagogue ritually clean which touching a dead body would 

prevent.  

The lawyer who asked the original question and the crowd which was listening in to Jesus’ reply were 

probably expecting the third man to be a lay-Jew, thinking that this was another anti-clerical story by Jesus. 

And so the shock of it being a Samaritan was probably all the greater – the huge racial animosity between 

Jews and Samaritans, Samaritans were outsiders, Jews were forbidden to say ‘Amen’ to a Samaritan prayer. 

So here’s this Samaritan! 

- Moved with pity – compassion rules him, not his head or his religious rules 

- He takes a risk with his own safety 

- He takes the risk, probably, of crossing the racial divide – this is Jederman, every man, any man, 

any person and he is in need, and that is enough 

- He inconveniences himself – time, money, physical and emotional effort all expended for the 

sake of whoever it was who lay beaten up in the road 

- And he sets no limit on how much this will cost him – he will pay the innkeeper whatever it 

takes 

The original question the lawyer asked Jesus was, “What must I do to inherit eternal life?” Part of the 

answer he himself gave was, “Love your neighbour as yourself.” Who is my neighbour? Anyone who needs 

my help. Since the Samaritan clearly fulfilled that requirement, the parable leaves us with an unanswered 

question – so did the Samaritan inherit eternal life? He did not exhibit any overt faith, and certainly not 

faith in Jesus, but he loved his neighbour. And did the priest and the Levite not inherit eternal life? Their 

faith was plain for all to see, but they didn’t love their neighbour. Mmmm. 

Well, whatever the answer to those questions, we’d be all right, wouldn’t we? We’d stop, wouldn’t we? 

Well let me tell you about a famous experiment in social psychology, called the Good Samaritan 

experiment. This took place in the 1970s, but like the parable of the Good Samaritan, I suspect the truths it 

revealed are timeless. The experiment was conducted on students at the Princeton Theological Seminary in 

the USA (so people in training for the ordained ministry). These students were invited to participate in a 

study of ‘religious education and vocations’. First, they filled out a questionnaire in one building, then they 

had to walk to another building to give a short presentation which they had prepared in advance. Some had 

been given the topic of the parable of the Good Samaritan, some another topic to speak on. Before they 

left the first building some were told they were late and needed to hurry; some were told they were on 

time; and some were told they were running ahead of time and would arrive early.  

On the way, they encountered someone slumped in a doorway, apparently in some distress. Did they stop? 

Well, their differing moral and religious outlooks recorded in the questionnaires made no difference; nor 

whether the talk they were about to give was based on the Good Samaritan or not (how ironic is that!). 

What mattered was the degree of hurry they were in. And you can guess the pattern if not the exact 

results. Of those who were told they were early, 63% stopped (but still 37% didn’t); of those who were told 

they were on time, 45% stopped; of those who were told they were late, just 10% stopped. Some who were 

in a hurry even stepped right over the stricken form! 

Haste is the enemy of compassion, and our sinful nature does the rest. Would we be any different? When I 

saw the teenage girls apparently beating up the young boy, did I stop? No, and I justified my (in)action to 

myself – I was on my way home and busy; oh, it was probably just a lark; maybe he deserved it anyway; I 

had no right to interfere; and besides, it would have been very embarrassing and painful to have got beaten 

up by a load of teenage girls myself! There was no need to take the risk. 
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But back to the two readings. Should my faith have made any difference to my action? Or is my faith over 

here – all to do with wonderful language, prayers, the assurance that our futures are safe in God’s hands? 

And action over here – nothing to do with my faith? Well no (obviously). The Colossians reading actually 

says that the gospel “is bearing fruit in the whole world” and “has been bearing fruit among you from the 

day you heard it and truly comprehended the grace of God.” There is a practical effect implied here. And 

Paul’s prayer is that the Colossians would be so filled with the knowledge of God’s will “that you may lead 

lives worthy of the Lord, fully pleasing to him, as you bear fruit in every good work.”  

It is as the letter of James puts it: “What good is it, my brothers [and sisters] if someone claims to have faith 

but has no deeds. Can such a faith save him? Suppose a brother or sister is without clothes and daily food. 

If one of you says to him, “Go, I wish you well; keep warm and well fed”, but does nothing about his 

physical needs, what good is it? In the same way, faith by itself, if it is not accompanied by action, is dead.” 

(James 2:14-17). 

We can delight in our faith, look more redeemed most of the time, properly worship God for all He has 

done for us, so long as we also follow Jesus in completely practical down-to-earth action which in some way 

helps to restore His creation. As the Samaritan did, taking risks, crossing barriers, racial or otherwise, being 

compassionate, not being in too much of a hurry. Our faith ought to make a difference; otherwise it might 

be a sign that our faith is really dead. 

Amen   

 


