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The Samaritans:  

The Other People of the Land in Yeshua’s Day 

 

The region known as Samaria (Heb. 

Shomerom) was originally part of the 

northern kingdom of Israel during the days 

when it was divided from Judah in the south. 

According to 1 Kings 16:24, it received its 

name when Omri, the sixth king of Israel, 

bought some land in the hill country north of 

Jerusalem from a man named Shemer.  Omri 

then built a new capital for the kingdom of 

Israel at that site. 

After continuous reigns by evil kings 

and the worship of false gods by the people, 

despite warnings from the prophets, in 721 

B.C., God brought judgment on the kingdom 

by raising up the Assyrians. They defeated 

Israel and took many of the people captive 

back to Assyria, while leaving some people 

in the land, primarily the descendants of the 

half tribes of Ephraim and Manasseh (the 

sons of Joseph). The Assyrians then brought 

in other people from their empire, including 

Mesopotamia, to replace the Jewish 

captives. Over time, these two groups 

intermarried and became known as 

Samaritans. Because of their diverse backgrounds, they merged worship of Adonai with the gods and 

practices from the lands of the east. 

In 587 B.C., the southern kingdom of Judah fell to the Babylonians as God’s judgment for 

their own embrace of evil. Seventy years later, the people of Judah began returning to Jerusalem in 

order to rebuild the temple. According to Ezra 4, representatives from the Samaritans sought to share 

in worship at the new temple, but they were told by Zerubbabel, the Judean governor: “you have 

nothing in common with us in building a house to our God; but we ourselves will together build to 

Adonai, the God of Israel” (Ezra 4:3). 

At some point later on, the Samaritans built their own temple on top of Mt. Gerizim, north of 

Jerusalem, in the region of Samaria. This is one of the two mountains, along with Mt Ebal, where the 

Israelites had performed their ratification ceremony of the Mosaic covenant upon entering the 

Promised Land (Josh 8). This area is located in what is called the West Bank today, with the city of 

Nablus sitting between the two mountains. 

While the Samaritans became monotheistic, their belief system diverged in significant ways 

from the worship of the Jewish people in Jerusalem. They claimed that Moses had originally intended 

for the Israelites to worship God on Mt Gerizim. They had their own version of the Torah that has 
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over six thousand differences from the Jewish Masoretic Text. They rejected the writings of the 

prophets, but added other unbiblical writings. They believed in a messianic figure called the Taheb 

who would descend from the tribe of Joseph. They saw themselves as descendants of the true 

Levitical priesthood and denied that the Jews of Judah were true Israelites. While the Jews of the 

days of the Maccabees fought against the Syrian Seleucids and their imposition of Hellenism, the 

Samaritans aligned themselves with the invaders and adopted the Greek culture (Josephus, Antiquities 

of the Jews, 12:5:261). When the Maccabees prevailed, they responded to the betrayal of the 

Samaritans by destroying their temple on top of Mt Gerizim. 

So it is understandable that considerable hostility existed between the two groups. In spite of 

having a partial common physical heritage, Jews of the second temple period considered the 

Samaritans to be even more revolting than Gentiles because of their impure genealogy and having 

defiled the true religion of their forefathers. 

 

The Impact on Travel in Biblical Times 
 

Because Jews had to travel three times a year to Jerusalem for the biblical feasts, those who 

lived in the Galilee region faced complications when making the journey. Three routes existed: 

• The central route was the most direct, as it went through Samaria, passing through the cities 

of Sepphoris, Nazareth, Shechem, Shiloh, and Bethel. It was possible to walk this route in as 

few as three days. But many Galileans chose to avoid it because it came with the risk of 

hostility and violence. 

• The eastern route bypassed Samaria by crossing to the east side of the Jordan River and 

traveling through the region of Perea, before crossing back over the Jordan River near Jericho. 

This route would have required five to seven days to complete, while passing through the 

cities of Beit Shean, Pella, and Jericho, as well as smaller villages found in the biblical 

narrative like Bethpage, and Bethany. Many Galilean pilgrims took this route because it was 

safer and was inhabited by Jewish communities in Perea. 

• The western route was situated closer to the Mediterranean Sea. It avoided Samaria, as well, 

as it passed through Megiddo, Lod, and Emmaus. But it was the furthest distance and took the 

longest time to complete the journey. 

 

This background provides context for the narrative of the gospels involving Samaria and the 

Samaritan people. Because “God so loved the world” (John 3:16), not just the people of Judah, 

Yeshua intentionally traveled through Samaria on more than one occasion (John 4:4; Luke 17:11). 

For the same reason, the Great Commission placed a high priority on bringing salvation to the 

Samaritans (Acts 1:8). This background is also essential for understanding the dialogue between 

Yeshua and the Samaritan woman in John 4 and the Parable of the Good Samaritan (Luke 10:30-37). 
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few as three days. But many Galileans chose to avoid it because it came with the risk of 

hostility and violence. 

• The eastern route bypassed Samaria by crossing to the east side of the Jordan River and 

traveling through the region of Perea, before crossing back over the Jordan River near Jericho. 

This route would have required five to seven days to complete, while passing through the 

cities of Beit Shean, Pella, and Jericho, as well as smaller villages found in the biblical 

narrative like Bethpage, and Bethany. Many Galilean pilgrims took this route because it was 

safer and was inhabited by Jewish communities in Perea. 

• The western route was situated closer to the Mediterranean Sea. It avoided Samaria, as well, 

as it passed through Megiddo, Lod, and Emmaus. But it was the furthest distance and took the 

longest time to complete the journey. 

 

This background provides context for the narrative of the gospels involving Samaria and the 

Samaritan people. Because “God so loved the world” (John 3:16), not just the people of Judah, 

Yeshua intentionally traveled through Samaria on more than one occasion (John 4:4; Luke 17:11). 

For the same reason, the Great Commission placed a high priority on bringing salvation to the 

Samaritans (Acts 1:8). This background is also essential for understanding the dialogue between 

Yeshua and the Samaritan woman in John 4 and the Parable of the Good Samaritan (Luke 10:30-37). 
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The Samaritans:  

The Other People of the Land in Yeshua’s Day 

 

The region known as Samaria (Heb. 

Shomerom) was originally part of the 

northern kingdom of Israel during the days 

when it was divided from Judah in the south. 

According to 1 Kings 16:24, it received its 

name when Omri, the sixth king of Israel, 

bought some land in the hill country north of 

Jerusalem from a man named Shemer.  Omri 

then built a new capital for the kingdom of 

Israel at that site. 

After continuous reigns by evil kings 

and the worship of false gods by the people, 

despite warnings from the prophets, in 721 

B.C., God brought judgment on the kingdom 

by raising up the Assyrians. They defeated 

Israel and took many of the people captive 

back to Assyria, while leaving some people 

in the land, primarily the descendants of the 

half tribes of Ephraim and Manasseh (the 

sons of Joseph). The Assyrians then brought 

in other people from their empire, including 

Mesopotamia, to replace the Jewish 

captives. Over time, these two groups 

intermarried and became known as 

Samaritans. Because of their diverse backgrounds, they merged worship of Adonai with the gods and 

practices from the lands of the east. 

In 587 B.C., the southern kingdom of Judah fell to the Babylonians as God’s judgment for 

their own embrace of evil. Seventy years later, the people of Judah began returning to Jerusalem in 

order to rebuild the temple. According to Ezra 4, representatives from the Samaritans sought to share 

in worship at the new temple, but they were told by Zerubbabel, the Judean governor: “you have 

nothing in common with us in building a house to our God; but we ourselves will together build to 

Adonai, the God of Israel” (Ezra 4:3). 

At some point later on, the Samaritans built their own temple on top of Mt. Gerizim, north of 

Jerusalem, in the region of Samaria. This is one of the two mountains, along with Mt Ebal, where the 

Israelites had performed their ratification ceremony of the Mosaic covenant upon entering the 

Promised Land (Josh 8). This area is located in what is called the West Bank today, with the city of 

Nablus sitting between the two mountains. 

While the Samaritans became monotheistic, their belief system diverged in significant ways 

from the worship of the Jewish people in Jerusalem. They claimed that Moses had originally intended 

for the Israelites to worship God on Mt Gerizim. They had their own version of the Torah that has 
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of the Jews, 12:5:261). When the Maccabees prevailed, they responded to the betrayal of the 

Samaritans by destroying their temple on top of Mt Gerizim. 

So it is understandable that considerable hostility existed between the two groups. In spite of 

having a partial common physical heritage, Jews of the second temple period considered the 

Samaritans to be even more revolting than Gentiles because of their impure genealogy and having 

defiled the true religion of their forefathers. 
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