Wall panel in
the entrance to
Ninurta’s temple
at Nimrud depicting an unidentified monster.
Ninurta, whose
name means “god
of the earth,”
was the SumeroBabylonian god of
rain, fertility, war,
and the south
wind and was
credited with creating the mountains. Ninurta was
the chief god of
Nimrud.

Local Arab tradition holds
that Abraham
was not from
Ur of ancient
Mesopotamia but
from Sanliurfa,
which was
just north of
Haran. Shown
is the Shrine
of Abraham at
Sanliurfa.
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SAMARITANS?

ENTION the word Samaritan and one immediately thinks of the Good Samaritan.
This title character from Jesus’ parable has had a tremendous impact on our society.
Today a compassionate person who unselfishly helps others is proclaimed a “Good
Samaritan.” Individuals receive Good Samaritan awards for conspicuous contributions to public health and safety. Good Samaritan laws protect and encourage health
care workers who offer rescue and emergency services. Countless
hospitals, clinics, and churches have been named
for Jesus’ Good Samaritan.

Left:
Samaritans
still worship
atop Mount
Gerizim. Shown
is the area of
the Samaritan
slaughter pit.
Insets: From 4th
cent. B.C., obverse
and reverse of a
Samaritan coin that
mentions Sanballat,
though maybe not
the Sanballat of
Nehemiah. The

SCHATZ
(9/22/18
)

earliest coins,
struck in 7th
cent. B.C., never
reached the
ancient land of
Israel. The largescale use of coin
money in Israel
did not begin until
the 4th cent. B.C.
when local mints
operated under
the Persian governors at Gaza,
Ashdod, Askelon,
Jerusalem, and
Samaria.
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BSFL: John 4:4-26
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Right: City wall
and citadel of
Ahab, at Samaria.
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Left: Omri, Ahab’s
father, purchased
the hill of Samaria
and built Israel’s
capital there.
Shown, stairs to
Ahab’s palace at
Samaria.
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One marvels at the compassionate energies that
have been inspired through the years by the fictitious
character in Jesus’ famous parable. So one might wonder: Were the Samaritans actually an unusually compassionate and good people?
Certainly any group of people has impressive compassionate and selfless individuals. Yet if the Good
Samaritan is one’s first contact with the Samaritan
people, then the history of the Samaritan people may
be a surprise. The Samaritans’ rivalry with the Jewish
people developed into a deep racial distrust and religious
distaste that erupted into violence. Jesus tapped this
bilateral discord to deliver a walloping “punch line” for
His famous parable. In His parable, compassion came
from the least expected and least respected source.

44

Samaritan Beginnings
The Samaritans originated late in the Old Testament
Era. King Omri built a new capital city named
Samaria.1 This city was located in central Israel, just
south of the Mount Carmel range. Samaria continued for approximately 150 years as the capital of the
Northern Kingdom until its fall to Assyria in 722 B.C.
Assyria deported the survivors of the fallen city and its
adjacent region to locations in Assyria (2 Kings 15:29).
In their place, the Assyrians settled colonists from
other presumably troublesome locations in Babylonia,
Syria, and Persia.2 These newcomers mingled with
Israelite residents who managed to evade deportation.
The resulting mix of peoples intermarried and populated the region around the former capital city. They
were called Samaritans and their province was named
after their city.
The new settlers in Samaria immediately faced trouble (2 Kings 17:25-28). They did not worship Yahweh,
so He sent lions to maraud them. The Assyrian king
ordered an exiled priest to return to Samaria to teach
the people to worship the Lord. This began what
would become a bitter religious rivalry with Jerusalem.

Thus the term Samaritan gained a religious association
that eventually surpassed its geographical connection
(John 4:19-20). For the moment, however, the priest’s
tutoring merely had the effect of adding the Lord to
the many idols the Samaritans already worshiped
(2 Kings 17:40-41).
One issue with studying the Samaritans is the scant
Samaritan literature and references to them elsewhere.3
Most references to Samaritans are in the Bible and
from the ancient Jewish historian Flavius Josephus.
Samaritan resources contradict many of these references. A prime example involves the name Samaritan.
Biblical sources provide a geographical explanation of
the name (as described above). The Samaritans, however, derive their name from the Hebrew word “keeper,” referring to their correct keeping of the faith.4 This
is quite a claim in light of the biblical dismissal of the
Samaritans as idolaters. Yet Samaritan religious practice would change in the years ahead as their awareness
of their connection to the ancient Israelites grew.
Growing Friction
During the Babylonian captivity of the southern
Israelites (later known as Jews), the land of Israel
was left to the Samaritans and others who migrated

ILLUSTRATOR PHOTO/DAVID ROGERS/JOSEPH A. CALLAWAY ARCHAEOLOGICAL MUSEUM/
THE SOUTHERN BAPTIST THEOLOGICAL SEMINARY, LOUISVILLE, KY (13/5/7)

Below: Inscription
on a piece of pottery excavated at
a Samaritan village in 1960. The
inscription contains
the name Simeon,
or “Semionide(s),”
reading left to
right.
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there. The former Israelite governments were gone,
and the occupants developed their own local governments under Persian oversight. When the Persians
allowed the Jews to return to their homeland,
the local residents opposed the rebuilding of the
Jerusalem temple. Though the term Samaritan is not
used, Ezra’s description of these people as having
been settled in the land by the king of Assyria agrees
with the account in 2 Kings of Samaritan origins.5
The Jews refused the Samaritan request to assist
building the Jerusalem temple, igniting a friction
between the two peoples that would extend beyond
Jesus’ lifetime, more than 500 years later.
Angered by this rejection, the Samaritans thwarted temple construction for 16 years.6 For the next
75 years they stymied Jewish efforts to build a wall
around Jerusalem7 until Nehemiah arrived with
authorization from the Persian crown. Sanballat, the
governor of Samaria, opposed Nehemiah’s efforts
(see Neh. 2–6). Despite the threats of violence,
however, the Jews finally completed their city wall.
Relations between the Jews and Samaritans were
now irrevocably severed.
The Samaritans set out to build their own temple,
claiming that Scripture declared the proper place for
the Israelite sanctuary to be on Mount Gerizim in
the city of Shechem, which was in Samaria. Scholars
are divided regarding the completion date of this
temple, whether in 388 B.C.8 or after Alexander’s
conquest of Palestine in 332 B.C.9 While eight

thousand Samaritans were serving in Alexander’s
army in Egypt, residents of Samaria revolted and
Alexander returned from Egypt to destroy the city.
Many Samaritans fled to Mount Gerizim and with
Alexander’s permission, built a temple there. The
Jewish king John Hyrcanus destroyed this sanctuary in 128 B.C.10 Remains of what is thought to
be the Samaritan temple have been discovered at
the base of Mount Gerizim. Hyrcanus returned to
destroy Shechem in 107 B.C.11
Though the details of the Samaritan temple are
dimmed by time, certainly by the time of Hyrcanus,
the Samaritans and Jews were focused on different holy places, rivaling one another and based
on differing interpretations of Hebrew Scripture.
Furthermore, the temple competition was concluded
once for all by the violent measures of Hyrcanus.12
The Samaritans remained in subjugated isolation, insisting on their religious customs throughout the Roman Era in Palestine. Though Jesus
visited Samaria 150 years after the demise of the
Samaritan temple, the Samaritans still revered
Mount Gerizim as their worship site. By the time
of Alexander, the Samaritans had affirmed a strict
monotheism, affirming the Hebrew God exclusively. The Samaritans accepted only the books
of Moses as Scripture, with notable variations
emphasizing Mount Gerizim and Shechem over
Jerusalem. They rejected the remainder of the Old
Testament because of its close association to David
and Jerusalem. The Samaritans also awaited a
“Restorer,” who would restore rightful worship on
Mount Gerizim, convert the heathen, and vanquish
evildoers (see Deut. 18:18).13
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Jesus and Samaritans
The destruction of the Samaritan temple magnified
the bitterness between the Samaritans and the Jews,
with the Samaritans resisting travel to Jerusalem and
the Jews refusing any association with the Samaritans
(contrast Luke 9:52 with John 4:9). Thus while Jesus
shockingly illustrated neighborliness by means of the
Good Samaritan, in contrast, Jesus’ ministry among
the Samaritans had mixed results. The citizens of
Sychar, at the base of Mount Gerizim, with the
temple ruins nearby, certainly received Jesus as the
Savior, but later another Samaritan village rejected
Jesus because He was headed to Jerusalem (see John
4:42; Luke 9:52). Curiously, this event occurred immediately prior to Jesus telling the parable of the Good
Samaritan!
When John 4:4 indicates the necessity of Jesus
going through Samaria, we see His divine determination to penetrate a tremendous racial barrier to communicate the Lord’s saving compassion. Jesus met the
woman in the vicinity of Mount Gerizim. She was
astonished that He being a Jew would even speak
to her because of the bitterness between Samaritans
and Jews. In her answers, she acknowledged the
Jewish and Samaritan disagreement regarding the
correct place of worship. Jesus chose neither, indicating instead that real worship is inspired by spirit and
truth (John 4:23-24). Jesus mentioned that salvation is
of the Jews, a point that she would not immediately
reject, since the Samaritans considered themselves
Jews, though the Jews had rejected them.
The basic Samaritan complaint against the Jews
was their exclusion from Jewish religious practice.
This grievance was further aggravated when the Jews
destroyed their center of worship. But Jesus offered to

1. Omri established Samaria as capital of the Northern Kingdom in approximately 870 B.C.
2. Charles F. Pfeiffer, Between the Testaments (Grand Rapids: Baker Book House, 1959),
53. See 2 Kings 17:24.
3. J. L. Kelso, “Samaritans” in The Zondervan Pictorial Encyclopedia of the Bible (ZEPB),
gen. ed. Merrill C. Tenney (Grand Rapids: Zondervan Publishing House, 1975, 1976), 5:245.
4. Robert T. Anderson, “Samaritans” in The International Standard Bible Encyclopedia
(ISBE), gen. ed. Geoffrey W. Bromiley, vol. 4 (Grand Rapids: William B. Eerdmans Publishing
Company, 1988), 303.
5. Compare Ezra 4:2 to 2 Kings 17:24.
6. 536-520 B.C. See Ezra 4; see also H. G. Stigers, “Temple, Jerusalem” in ZEPB, 5:642.
7. 536-445 B.C.
8. Anderson, ISBE, 4:303. The 388 B.C. is a retro-date derived from the date of the
Samaritan temple’s destruction and the Samaritan claim that their temple stood for 260
years. See Robert T. Anderson, “Samaritans” in The Anchor Bible Dictionary, ed. in chief
David Noel Freedman (New York: Doubleday, 1992), 5:941.
9. Ibid. See also Kelso, ZEPB, 5:245. This history is after the Old Testament ends and
before the New Testament begins. Josephus seems to place the construction of the
Samaritan temple after Alexander’s conquest of Palestine. See The Antiquities of the Jews
in The Works of Josephus, trans. William Whiston (Peabody: Hendrickson Publishers, 1987),
XI.viii.2-4 (pp. 305-06).
10. Anderson, ISBE, 4:303-04.
11. Ibid., 303.
12. Though the point is not made in the pages of Scripture, the long-lived schism of
the Israelite kingdom and people, as perpetrated by Jeroboam I, and reinforced by the
construction of rival shrines in Bethel and Dan (see 1 Kings 12), was now finally and forcefully ended.
13. Anderson, ISBE, 4:307.
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include the Samaritan woman and the other villagers
as well. The woman appealed to the coming Christ,
perhaps thinking of the Samaritan Restorer, and Jesus
affirmed Himself as the Christ (John 4:26). This won
the woman over and she ran to share her discovery
with her neighbors. Jesus’ key tactic was to direct the
woman’s religious understanding toward Himself,
revealing truth in a way that downplayed Jerusalem.
Her religion was powerless to direct her away from
sinfulness, which was clearly evident in her life. Jesus’
validity as the Restorer, or Christ, is marvelously
revealed in her life, in that Jesus restored her life to
worship God in truth.
Though the Samaritans seem to have been thoroughly rejected by the Jews, the Lord still remembered them: God caused an Israelite priest to teach
them; Jesus preached among them and was received
as Savior; Luke highlights that when Jesus healed
the 10 lepers, the one who returned to offer thanks
was a Samaritan (Luke 17:11-19); Acts 1:8 recognizes
the importance of Samaria as one of the essential
places where believers were to carry the gospel; Philip
the evangelist had an extensive ministry among the
Samaritans and many became believers.
Clearly God had not rejected the Samaritan people. Though they encountered trouble and did not
understand God’s movement, their tenacious reach
for God drew the Lord to reach out to them. Thus
in examples from Samaritans we have a picture of
the method and inclusiveness of God’s gospel. This
picture is highlighted in the response of true faith in
the returning Samaritan leper as well as in the type
of compassion God wants His people to have for one
another—as seen in the Good Samaritan.
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