
Intro  
Open your Bibles with me if you will to Matthew chapter 5.  We’re going to read verse 38-42 together this 
morning.  If you don’t have a bible, this text can be found on page 859 of the black bibles in the pew 
racks in front of you.  

Again, we are going to see Jesus turn the world of his original audience on its ear.   
What they heard most of the time was a teaching system that led to the appearance of righteousness 
without true heart obedience.  Jesus filets that teaching in front the whole crowd assembled on the 
hillside that day. 

There’s a distinct difference between the heart attitude of those who truly belong to Christ and those who 
simply want to appear righteous to be admired by people.  Jesus elsewhere tells those who practice this 
false righteousness are like whitewashed tombs, beautiful on the outside, but dead and rotting on the 
inside (Matthew 23:27, paraphrased). 

The contrast between these Jewish Rabbis and the teaching of Jesus has been laid out for us in a number 
of ways: murder and anger, adultery and lust, marriage and divorce, truth and lies, and today the words of 
Christ are perhaps even more difficult for our fallen hearts to hear, but their truth and application I fully 
believe will be salve to hurting souls in this room today.  Let’s read together from Matthew 5 starting in 
verse 38.  This is the Word of the Lord: 

38 “You have heard that it was said, An eye for an eye and a tooth for a tooth. 39 But I tell you, don’t 
resist an evildoer. On the contrary, if anyone slaps you on your right cheek, turn the other to him 
also. 40 As for the one who wants to sue you and take away your shirt, let him have your coat as 
well. 41 And if anyone forces you to go one mile, go with him two. 42 Give to the one who asks you, 
and don’t turn away from the one who wants to borrow from you. 

Thus ends this reading of God’s holy, inspired, and inerrant word.  Join me in praying He would add His 
eternal blessing to it.   

Sovereign God, you have set before us today a Word that we need.  In fact we need this Word desperately 
as we seek to become like You.  Father, strengthen our resolve, we pray, because as we study Your Word 
we are so often reminded how unlike You we really are.  The words we just read hit close to home for us. 
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We confess today that we wrestle with bitterness’ in our heart.  That bitterness has led to a self-serving 
attitude, vengefulness, and perhaps even full-blown hatred.  Father help us, we pray. 
Bring Your Word to bear on our own hearts, on our own situation. Help us to see its truth, to embrace that 
truth and by grace to walk in that truth. For we ask it in Jesus’ name. Amen. 

An eye for an eye and a tooth for a tooth. It’s a principle that sounds simple enough, doesn’t it?  We don’t 
just find it in the Bible.  The punishment should fit the crime.    From the Code of Hammurabi  to our 1

modern American justice system, if you study civilizations across time you’ll often find some form of this 
principle. 

That doesn’t mean that God is stealing His system of law from other sources.  It’s quite the opposite.  We 
should see the fact that all societies have some form of justice present as evidence of humanity being 
made in the image of God.  And as we see the common grace of justice present in human society it 
should make us all the more thankful for God’s provision. 

But no human justice is perfect.  Not at the national scale, or the local scale, or—and especially—on the 
personal scale.  And personal justice, personal vengeance, really, is where Jesus sets his sights in the 
verses we just read. 

Remember, Jesus is after radical heart obedience in the Sermon on the Mount.  If you’re not sick of 
hearing me say that then I haven’t said it enough.  And here’s what radical heart obedience looks like in 
light of today’s text: The Christian heart should display such uncompromising humility that it 
responds to personal attacks in love rather than seeking vengeance. 

To see how that is true in these five verses we are going to look at three perspectives on vengeance.  The 
perspective of Moses, as recorded in the Old Testament Law, the perspective of the Rabbis, and the 
perspective of Jesus.  Then we’ll look at how Jesus’ perspective demands to be applied in the lives of 
those who belong to Him.  That’s where we’re headed for the remainder of our time together. 

The Christian heart should display such uncompromising humility that it responds to personal attacks in 
love rather than seeking vengeance. It’s my prayer we leave here more convinced of that truth than ever.  
And I think God’s word will convince us of just that today as we look first at the perspective of Moses in 
the Old Testament Law. 

The Perspective of the Old Testament Law 

 http://www.general-intelligence.com/library/hr.pdf1
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If you look at your Bible you’ll probably see the font change near the end of verse 38.  That’s how the 
editors show us what is being said is a quotation from elsewhere in Scripture and your Bible may have a 
note either in the center of the page or at the bottom showing you three references to the Old Testament. 

Let’s look at those three references in their context so that we can get a sense of the concept Moses is 
laying down for all of Israel in the first five books of the Bible. 

First, Exodus 21:22-25 
22 “When men get in a fight and hit a pregnant woman so that her children are born prematurely 
but there is no injury, the one who hit her must be fined as the woman’s husband demands from 
him, and he must pay according to judicial assessment. 23 If there is an injury, then you must give 
life for life, 24 eye for eye, tooth for tooth, hand for hand, foot for foot, 25 burn for burn, bruise for 
bruise, wound for wound. 

And then in Leviticus 24 we find: 
19 If any man inflicts a permanent injury on his neighbor, whatever he has done is to be done to 
him: 20 fracture for fracture, eye for eye, tooth for tooth. Whatever injury he inflicted on the person, 
the same is to be inflicted on him.  

Finally, Deuteronomy 19:16-21: 
6 “If a malicious witness testifies against someone accusing him of a crime, 17 the two people in the 
dispute are to stand in the presence of the Lord before the priests and judges in authority at that 
time. 18 The judges are to make a careful investigation, and if the witness turns out to be a liar who 
has falsely accused his brother, 19 you must do to him as he intended to do to his brother. You must 
purge the evil from you. 20 Then everyone else will hear and be afraid, and they will never again do 
anything evil like this among you. 21 Do not show pity: life for life, eye for eye, tooth for tooth, 
hand for hand, and foot for foot. 

There are two principles in view in each of these passages, and really everywhere we see justice 
presented in the Old Testament Law: reparations and fitting punishment.  Whenever there was an offense 
the offender would have to make the offended whole, or as whole as they could make them, and then 
there was to be a punishment that fit the crime. 

That’s still the basis for much of modern court system throughout the world today.  It’s a concept that 
some judges seem to take very literally.  A judge in Ohio sentenced a woman to walk 30 miles after she 
refused to pay cab fare for a 30-mile taxi ride.   Another heard the case of a woman who ran over a police 2

 https://www.wbrc.com/story/29181184/judge-orders-woman-to-walk-30-miles-the-length-of-trip-for-bailing-on-2

cab-fare/
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officer who was directing traffic.  Instead of jail time, the judge sentenced her to probation and ordered 
her to cook Thanksgiving dinner for three policemen who were on sick leave.   I don’t know if I would 3

have wanted to eat that particular dinner, but I can see where the judge was trying to make the 
punishment fit the crime.   

It’s important for us to note here it’s the civil law of Israel that is in view in these three Old Testament 
passages.  If you remember back to our sermon on Matthew 5:17-20 we spent some time looking at the 
differences between the ceremonial, moral, and judicial (or civil) laws that were in place in ancient Israel 
and how Jesus fulfilled all three.   

The civil law applies to how Israel was to handle its legal affairs.  It’s important to note that because it 
really changes what an eye for an eye means in a practical sense, doesn’t it?  We’re talking about civil 
procedure, not personal vengeance. 

As fallen humans we need some sort of mechanism in place to legislate our responses when we are 
wronged, don’t we?  We’re not good at balanced responses when we feel violated.  We want excessive 
punishment for people who wronged us.  And sometimes we want punishment for people who really 
haven’t done anything wrong. I’m convinced the driver’s seat of a vehicle is one of the primary places 
sanctification works itself out in our lives.  How many people would you have sentenced to waterboarding 
while you’re driving if you had the opportunity?  That’s the one place in life where you can convince 
yourself that everyone else is wrong.  If someone drives faster than you they’re a maniac and if they driver 
slower than you they’re an idiot.  We are not good at appropriate responses when we’re wronged. 

How far in Scripture do you think we had to get before we see humanity totally fly off the handle?  How 
about four chapters?   

Listen to Genesis 4:23 
3 Lamech said to his wives: 
Adah and Zillah, hear my voice; 
wives of Lamech, pay attention to my words.  
For I killed a man for wounding me, 
a young man for striking me. 

We’re just a few generations into the lineage of the human race and already we have escalated the 
punishment of wounding all the way to death.   

 https://www.huffpost.com/entry/valerie-rodgers-reckless-driver_n_20891083
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John MacArthur framed it clearly when he said, Human vengeance is never satisfied with justice; it 
wants a pound of flesh for an ounce of offense.  4

So God put His civil law in place for Israel to help govern these situations.  In Israel if someone committed 
some act against you and they knocked out your eye you were not within you legal right to grab a 
fireplace poker and tell them to hold still.   

This is not a response from anger.  This is a reasoned response designed to right a wrong and to limit 
crime. 

The perspective of the Old Testament Law teaches us that an eye for an eye was never meant to be a way 
individuals settle disputes between themselves.  Though, that’s precisely how the Rabbis of Jesus’ day 
were dealing with it.   

Let’s look now at their perspective. 

The Perspective of the Rabbis 

Here again, they took the words of the Old Testament and they twisted them to mean what they needed 
them to mean to fit their own personal agenda. 

It seems the Rabbis had taken this teaching out of the civil authority and began applying it directly to 
personal affairs, making themselves their own judge, jury, and executioner.  They thought they were 
capable of impartially legislating their own disputes.  And their practice of applying this law both 
personally and haphazardly illustrates a grave danger for all of us and it’s this: we’re capable of much 
more evil than we even understand.  They took a law intended to protect victims and turned it into a tool 
for their own gain. 

Sinclair Ferguson wrote “ (T)his law was used as the justification for gaining even limited retaliation 
and revenge. That was to misunderstand the purpose of the law. Since it was meant to restrain 
personal vindictiveness and retaliation, the real fulfillment of it would be found in the man who did 
not seek such revenge.” 

The Perspective of Jesus 

 MacArthur, John F. Matthew 1-28 MacArthur New Testament Commentary Four Volume Set (Macarthur New 4

Testament Commentary Serie) (Kindle Location 8368). Moody Publishers. Kindle Edition. 
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And the Man who did not seek such revenge set the record straight on this law.  We’ve seen the 
perspective of Moses, we’ve seen the perspective of the Rabbis, now let’s look at the perspective of 
Jesus, which we find in starting in verse 39: 

39 But I tell you, don’t resist an evildoer. On the contrary, if anyone slaps you on your right cheek, 
turn the other to him also. 40 As for the one who wants to sue you and take away your shirt, let him 
have your coat as well. 41 And if anyone forces you to go one mile, go with him two. 42 Give to the 
one who asks you, and don’t turn away from the one who wants to borrow from you. 

There’s a lot there and I want to try to make some applications as we unpack this teaching together. I think 
it will be most helpful for us to look at Jesus’ perspective here in terms of these five imperatives we find in 
his teaching.  These five calls to either action or inaction teach us much about applying the truth we’ve 
been studying today.  After we’ve spent some time on these five things we’ll close by looking at the heart 
that makes this type of humility possible. 

Let’s see the first thing Jesus’ perspective demands of His followers and that is they they don’t resist an 
evildoer. 

Don’t Resist 

Here Jesus takes the misinterpretation by the Rabbis and begins to undo it.  Some have argued that this is 
Jesus teaching pacifism or something along those lines, but I don’t believe that to be His point.  If that 
were the case His cleansing of the temple in Matthew 21 would have been really problematic, as would 
James’ command to resist the devil in James 4:7 and a similar statement in 1 Peter 5:9. 

Don’t resist doesn’t mean to stand idly by while injustice is done to others.  No, the focus here is on 
humbly submitting to evil done directly to you and Jesus shows us how to respond in the following 
verses.  We overcome injustice perpetrated against us not by lashing out against it but by refusing to 
answer it in kind.  We live out the principle Paul pointed us to in Romans 12:21: 

21 Do not be conquered by evil, but conquer evil with good. 

After laying out that principle in Matthew 5:39, Jesus follows with four general ways to apply it.  All four 
are areas where we are tempted to respond vengefully, but the gospel calls us to respond in love—which 
is completely antithetical to our human nature.   

Turn the other cheek to overcome your pride 
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First, ‘turn the other cheek’ shows us a primary motivation for retaliation and that’s pride.   

J Vernon McGee wrote of an Irishman whom someone hit on the cheek and knocked down. The Irishman 
got up and turned his other cheek. The fellow knocked him down again. This time the Irishman got up 
and beat the stuffin’ out of that fellow. An observer asked, “Why did you do that?” “Well,” replied the 
Irishman, “the Lord said to turn the other cheek and I did, but He never told me what to do after that.”  

On the contrary, I think the principle Jesus lays out here helps us see what to do after that.  The word for 
slap here doesn’t indicate the type of blow that inflicts harm, at least not physical harm.  This type of 
action was one of the most demeaning and insulting actions you could take in the first century. 

This was an assault on your pride, not on your person.  You say, but hey if someone hits me I’m going to 
hit them back.  That’s the law of the playground and that’s good enough for me.  Now, if someone else is 
the one getting hit I think justice would have you step in on the weaker person’s behalf.  But if you choose 
not to respond on your own behalf, your pride will be hurt, sure.  But who’s company would you then be 
standing in?  Listen to 1 Peter 2: 

20 For what credit is there if when you do wrong and are beaten, you endure it? But when you do 
what is good and suffer, if you endure it, this brings favor with God. 
21 For you were called to this, because Christ also suffered for you, leaving you an example, that 
you should follow in his steps. 

Turn the other cheek to overcome your own pride and you’ll be mirroring the humility of Jesus.   

The same Jesus who continued in verse 40 when he tells his followers if anyone wants to sue you to take 
away your shirt, let him have your coat as well. 

Let him have your coat as well to overcome your need for security 

If you were sued for a debt you couldn’t pay, then your property—all the way down to your clothing—could 
be used to satisfy the debt.  The coat here was more than we think of as a coat.  It was an outer garment 
that could also be used as a blanket.  It was very valuable and most people only had one. 

It was a great source of security, so much so that Exodus 22 says even if you take someone’s coat as a 
pledge you had to return it before sundown.  So it couldn’t even legally be taken if you were brought to 
court. 
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But what Jesus says here is that for the sake of the Kingdom if you’re found liable for something that 
comes with a cost you should be willing to go above and beyond that cost to make reparations.  And a 
humble heart being shaped by the gospel would rather give up more than its fair share so that it can be 
right with the offended party.   

Listen to C.H. Spurgeon commenting on this verse: 

Non-resistance and forbearance are to be the rule among Christians. They are to endure personal ill-
usage without coming to blows. They are to be as the anvil when bad men are the hammers, and 
thus they are to overcome by patient forgiveness. The rule of the judgement-seat is not for common 
life; but the rule of the cross and the all-enduring Sufferer is for us all. Yet how many regard all this 
as fanatical, utopian, and even cowardly! The Lord, our King, would have us bear and forbear, and 
conquer by mighty patience. Can we do it? How are we the servants of Christ if we have not his 
spirit? 

Kingdom hearts are willing to give up pride, security, and even freedom to maintain harmony.   

Go the extra mile to overcome your need for freedom 

Jesus points to a practice of Roman soldier in verse 41.  Remember, this was an occupying military force 
and they were hated by the Jews.  And in their eyes one of the most despicable things the Romans 
soldiers were allowed to do is compel any Jew to take up their heavy military pack and carry it up to one 
mile.   

It was unfair, unjust, and it was an infringement on their freedom.  That resonates with us, right?  We had 
ourselves a little shooting war with an occupying force over freedom back in the late 1700s, didn’t we? 

Our Declaration of Independence states that all people are endowed by their Creator with certain 
unalienable Rights, that among these are Life, Liberty, and the Pursuit of Happiness.  Those are three 
freedoms on which our country is founded. 

And what do we do when one of our freedoms is taken away?  We go nuts.  And on the civil scale, there’s 
a place for that.  But remember, Jesus has brought this away from the civil and to the interpersonal.  What 
do we do when someone infringes on our freedom?  Remember what I said about the driver’s seat of a 
car earlier?   

We don’t like it when someone infringes on our freedom.  But what does Jesus say here about the 
Kingdom heart?  Instead of retaliating we should surrender even more freedom.  The Roman soldier was 
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allowed to compel you to carry his pack one mile.  Jesus says here to carry it two.  That was surrendering 
half an hour of your life you’d never get back, wasn’t it?  Sure.  But if you belong to Christ it’s not your life 
anymore, is it?  And it’s not your freedom anymore.  Remember, we’re called servants of Jesus Christ all 
over the New Testament.  Our freedom isn’t our own.  And neither are our possessions.  Verse 42: Give to 
the one who asks you, and don’t turn away from the one who wants to borrow from you. 

The principle here is that as God’s people you   

Give freely to overcome slavery to your possessions 

As citizens of God’s kingdom we are not owners of anything, we’re merely stewards of it. We’re caretakers 
of possessions God has entrusted to us.   

If we ever forget this it’s a good exercise to stand with empty hands and try to create something.  You 
can’t do it.  God is the only one who can create and even though we have put in the work to earn what we 
have it’s only possible because we have a good God who has chosen to make us stewards of His 
blessings. 

And so when someone has a need, we give.   

There’s a heart attitude at play in all four of these examples here.  An eye for an eye doesn’t last very long 
because pretty soon we’d all be blind.  The heart attitude expressed by an eye for an eye at the 
interpersonal level is about me getting what is fair. 

But once I came to Christ my life ceased being about what is fair.  Because I have now experienced the 
ultimate injustice.  I have been given what I will never deserve and that is the righteousness of Jesus 
Christ credited to my account.  Jesus Christ humbled Himself to die in my place and then He overcame 
death and in doing so paid the ransom for the sins I’ve committed. 

Christ is now my King.  And what has He required of those in His Kingdom? In Matthew 16:24 he said: "If 
anyone wants to come with Me, he must deny himself, take up his cross, and follow Me.” 

Deny yourself.  Deny your gut reactions to being wronged.  Deny your obsession with vengeance.  And 
instead, don’t resist.  Offer the other cheek. Go the extra mile.  Give to the one who asks.   

That’s what a changed heart does.  Listen to how Ligon Duncan summarized these verses: 
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You see, the whole thrust of Jesus’ teaching here, is us abdicating our rights for the sake of the 
kingdom and for the good of others. And Jesus is saying, "You know what love is? Love is 
abdicating your rights for the sake of kingdom and for others." And that is the only way Christian 
community can last my friends, because we are all going to offend one another.  5

Again, we find the Sermon on the Mount leaves us feeling inadequate.  And I thank God for that.  The 
Rabbis Jesus is teaching against thought they were adequate.  But they were lost.  We have a God who 
gave Himself up to the greatest injustice ever worked by human hands so that He could save a people for 
His glory.   

And He has given us His Holy Spirit to change our hearts in such a way that we can emulate Him by not 
seeking vengeance on our own.  Let’s pray. 

 Ligon Duncan https://www.fpcjackson.org/resource-library/sermons/god-s-law-vs-human-tradition-part-55
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