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An Eye for an Eye

Matthew 5:38-39

“You have heard that it was said, ‘An eye for an eye, and a tooth for a tooth.’  But I say to you, do not resist an evil person; but whoever slaps you on your right cheek, turn the other to him also.
The Message

“Here’s another old saying that deserves a second look: ‘Eye for eye, tooth for tooth.’ Is that going to get us anywhere? Here’s what I propose: ‘Don’t hit back at all.’ If someone strikes you, stand there and take it.
Some of the most difficult sayings of Christ in all of the New Testament. 

John Stott calls these passages “the most admired and the most resented.”

The concept of “an eye for eye,” is part of the Mosaic Law used in the Israelites’ justice system. The principle is that the punishment must fit the crime and there should be a just penalty for evil actions.

Exodus 21:23-25

But if there is any further injury, then you shall appoint as a penalty life for life, eye for eye, tooth for tooth, hand for hand, foot for foot, burn for burn, wound for wound, bruise for bruise.
Leviticus 24:19-20

If a man injures his neighbor, just as he has done, so it shall be done to him: fracture for fracture, eye for eye, tooth for tooth; just as he has injured a man, so it shall be inflicted on him.

Justice should be equitable.  Excessive harshness and excessive leniency should be avoided.

Lex talionis – law of retribution or deserved punishment.

It defined justice and restrained revenge.

In the New Testament, it seems the Pharisees and scribes had taken the “eye for an eye” principle and applied it to everyday personal relationships. They taught that seeking personal revenge was acceptable. If someone punched you, you could punch him back; if someone insulted you, he was fair game for your insults. The religious leaders of Jesus’ day ignored the judicial basis of the giving of that law.

The context is important.  In Exodus 21 the issue dealt with a pregnant woman who gets accidently hit and whose unborn baby was harmed and the financial repercussions.

The issue was:  What compensation should be paid when one person has injured another?  The ruling was intended to control and limit revenge.  The intent was not that the injured party was commanded to get compensation.  It shows how far they could go if they wanted it.

The Law made sure no compensation was excessive.

In the Sermon on the Mount, Jesus counters the common teaching of personal retaliation: “You have heard that it was said, ‘Eye for eye, and tooth for tooth.’ But I tell you . . .” Jesus then proceeds to reveal God’s heart concerning interpersonal relationships: 

· Do not resist an evil person. 

· If anyone slaps you on the right cheek, turn to them the other cheek also. 

· And if anyone wants to sue you and take your shirt, hand over your coat as well. 

· If anyone forces you to go one mile, go with them two miles. 

· Give to the one who asks you, and do not turn away from the one who wants to borrow from you.

In giving this “new” command, Jesus is not nullifying the Old Testament law.  Rather, He is separating the responsibility of the government (to punish evildoers justly) from the responsibility we all have on a personal level before God to love our enemies. 

We should not seek retribution for personal slights. We are to ignore personal insults (the meaning of turn the other cheek).  

Christians are to be willing to give more of their material goods, time, and labor than required, even if the demands upon us are unjust. We should loan to those who want to borrow, love our enemies, and pray for those who persecute us. 

Enforcing “an eye for an eye” is the magistrate’s job; forgiving our enemies is ours. 

We see this played out today every time a victim stands up in court to publicly forgive a convicted criminal—the forgiveness is personal and real, but the judge still justly demands that the sentence be carried out.

Jesus’ limiting of the “eye for an eye” principle in no way prohibits self-defense or the forceful protection of the innocent from harm. The actions of duly appointed agents of the government, such as police officers and the military, to protect citizens and preserve the peace are not in question. 

Jesus’ command to turn the other cheek applies to personal relationships, not judicial policy. 

The principle of “an eye for an eye” is meant as a judicial policy, not as a rule for interpersonal relationships. The believer in Christ is guided by Jesus’ words to forgive. 

The Christian is radically different from those who follow the natural inclination to respond in kind.

In Matthew 5:38 the you is plural but in verses 39-42 the you is singular.

· If someone strikes you

· If someone wants to sue you

· If someone forces you to go one mile

· Give to the one who asks you

Jesus is giving us a commandment of personal holiness and conduct as it pertains to personal relationships.

Distinction between an evil person and the evil one.

Is Jesus contradicting Peter and James?

James 4:7


Submit therefore to God. Resist the devil and he will flee from you.
1 Peter 5:8-9

Be of sober spirit, be on the alert. Your adversary, the devil, prowls around like a roaring lion, seeking someone to devour.  But resist him, firm in your faith, knowing that the same experiences of suffering are being accomplished by your brethren who are in the world.
Why resist the devil but not an evil person?

1. Devil is supernatural.  He does not qualify to have a relationship with people.

2. We are not required to get along with the devil.  We are not supposed to win him over.  The devil is forever unwinnable and unchangeable.  

The reality is we may be able to win over a person who is doing evil with our conduct.  

Retaliation belongs to God alone.

Romans 12:19

Never take your own revenge, beloved, but leave room for the wrath of God, for it is written, “Vengeance is Mine, I will repay,” says the Lord.
Hudson Taylor, the great missionary to China, went for years without conversions there.  The Chinese hated him.  For one thing, he always wore white suits.  One day a person purposely rode a bicycle into a muddy puddle of water where Taylor was standing and splashed water on his white suit.  Hudson immediately fell to his knees and began to pray for that man on the bicycle.  The Chinese saw this, and from that point his whole ministry changed.  He began to win the Chinese and became a legend.

Epictetus 

Forgiveness is better than revenge, for forgiveness is the sign of a gentle nature, but revenge is the sign of a savage nature.

Turn the other cheek

This phrase is dealing with the verbal.  

Turning the other cheek means not to return insult for insult in retaliation, which is what most people expect and how worldly people act. 

Responding to hatred with love just might grab someone's attention and afford us a chance to share the gospel.

Jesus is dealing with being disrespected and how we should respond.

What is Jesus asking of us?

1. He is asking us to give up our rights

The reality is we already did that when we gave our lives to God

DL Moody


The problem with a living sacrifice is that it keeps crawling off the altar.

We have given up our rights.

2. He is asking us to eliminate fear

There is no fear in love.  

Perfect love casts out fear.  Fear has to do with punishment.

1 John 4:18

There is no fear in love; but perfect love casts out fear, because fear involves punishment, and the one who fears is not perfected in love.

An eye for an eye, a tooth for a tooth has to do with punishment.  

We may have a right to demand punishment but when I punish, it is because I am afraid – I am afraid that God won’t deal with them, that the world will listen to them and believe them and hurt my reputation.

It is fear that lies behind my need to punish those who hurt me.  When I retaliate, it is because I am afraid these people will get away with it and afraid that my reputation will be damaged.
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