
LIFE and CGYG Fellowship Study 8 - Matthew 5:38-5:42 March 23
rd

, 2012 

 

 

Sermon on the Mount – A Christian’s Righteousness: 
Non-Retaliation 

"An Eye for an Eye" is a very well known quotation that many Christians and non-Christians use with respect to justice.  What exactly are the 
Pharisees teaching and is that in line with your view or with Christ's teaching.  In this study we will consider the principle of “Lex talionis”, or 
exact retribution, in the fifth of Christ’s six antitheses. 

 

Read Matt 5:21-42 

Non-Retaliation (v.38 – 42) 

1. This passage of scripture is concerned about the “law of retaliation”.  Based on the following Old Testament passage, what was the 
purpose of this law (Ex. 21:22-25, Lev. 24:19-20; Deut. 19:15-21)?  
- Ex. 21:22-25, Lev. 24:19-20 

o Lex Talionis – principle of Exact Retribution 
o Defines what justice is 

 Specifies the punishment that the wrong-doer deserves 
o Limits the compensation 

 Places boundaries on what the victim receives as compensation 
 An exact equivalent, nothing more 

 The punishment must fit the crime, nothing more 
 Controls excesses 

 Controls anger, violence, and desire for revenge 

 Our natural tendency when we are harmed is to hit back, and not only that, but to hit back harder. 

 This tendency to anger, revenge and retaliation is a natural instinct in all of us 

 Not meant as a right or duty to take an eye for an eye, nor was it meant to insist on exact retribution each 
and every time, but it was meant to control excess 

o So the law has a double effect of defining what justice is as well as restraining revenge 
o The context of these laws implies that they are to be carried out by judges and not the individual 

 Ex. 21:1 – “rules” or “laws” can also be translated as rulings or judgments that are handed down by the judges 
- Deut. 19:15-21 

o This passage also provides context in which exact retribution is to be delivered by judges 
o This also serves an example to others so that they will never commit this evil again 

- It is important for us to remember that this principle of exact retribution is meant for a court of law and not the individual 
- The system of judges was set up for Israel such that when disputes arose, there was a manner in which the people can take these 

disputes to the authorities for judgment 
- This is exactly how our law courts work today as well 
- The legislation is for the judges and authorities and not for you and I the individual 

 
 
 

 
2. From the examples that Christ gives in Matt. 5:38-42, how did the Pharisees and teachers of the Law distort this teaching?  (cf. Lev. 

19:18) 
- The illustrations in this passage all relate to the individual.  So it would appear that the Pharisees had extended the principle of 

retribution by taking it out of the hands of the law courts, where it was intended, and have applied it to personal relationships. 
- Looked at the principle as almost a right and duty to exact vengeance on someone who has wronged you. 
- Cf. Lev. 19:18 

o Pharisees would blatantly disregard other laws 
o Lev. 19:18  is clear that you should not take vengeance against others, but you are to love your neighbors as yourself. 

- Note that Jesus does not contradict the principle of retribution.  The principle itself holds true.  What Jesus points out in this 
antithesis is that the principle should be applied to the law courts and not to personal relationships. 
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3. What is the Lord teaching when He says in verse 39, “Do not resist the one who is evil”?  Is this meant to be a universal statement of 
non-resistance?  (cf. Rom. 13:1-7, 1 Pet. 2:13-14) 
- Additional questions if required to stir up discussion 

o Who is the teaching directed to? 
o Is Jesus teaching that there should be no resistance whatsoever to evil? 

- This teaching applies to the Christian and his personal relationships 
o There is no talk about killing or taking of lives, whether it be capital punishment or wars. 

- This principle is not for the nations or for the world 
o This teaching was given to His disciples and to ask anyone who is not a Christian to live this life is both impossible and 

wrong 
o Prior to this teaching, Christ has already taught on what it means to be a Christian, to be poor in spirit, to be in mourning 

over their sin.  They are to be meek, and so on.  These are the people to which this teaching is directed. 
o For the world and for a nation, they are still under the law which states “an eye for an eye and a tooth for a tooth” 
o These people are still under the justice that both restrains and controls excess 

- This does not mean that we are to compromise with Sin or Satan 
o We are asked to not resist the one who is evil or the one who has wronged you 
o Jesus does not deny that the one who wronged you is evil 
o We are not to retaliate 

- Not a grounds for Christian pacifism 
o Rom. 13:1-7 

 All authority has been instituted by God 
 v.4 “But if you do wrong, be afraid, for he does not bear the sword in vain.  For he is a servant of God, an avenger 

who carries out God’s wrath on the wrongdoer.” 

 Government as instituted by God is to carry out justice and to resist evil 
o 1 Pet. 2:13-14 

 v.14 “sent by him (the Lord) to punish those who do evil” 
 

4. What do the four illustrations in verses 39-42 teach us about how we ought to respond and why? Also consider 1 Pet. 3:8-9; 2:18-23. 
- The Right Cheek (cf. Rom. 12:14-21) 

o We must rid ourselves of the spirit of retaliation, our desires to defend, avenge, and revenge 
o It is our natural instinct to hit back in retaliation 
o A slap on the right cheek pictures a right handed person using a backhanded slap.  This is quite an insult in that society and 

is still today in the East.  So the slap was not just any insult, but rather quite insulting.  But even in the most insulting of 
blows, we are called to not retaliate. 

o We are to bless those who persecute us by overcoming evil with good 
o Leave the justice to God 

- The Cloak (cf. Matt. 5:5) 
o According to Jewish law, a man cannot be sued for his outer garment (the cloak). 

 He has every right to keep his cloak 
o We must rid ourselves with the tendencies to insist upon our personal rights even at times where we may suffer injustice as 

a result 
o We are not to be concerned about personal insults and personal revenge 
o We are to be concerned about matters of justice, righteousness, and truth.  Christians must believe in observing the law as 

the laws ultimately come from God. 
o While the Christian is not concerned about what might happen to himself, he must be concerned when injustices are being 

done 
- The Second Mile (cf. 1Pet. 2:13-14, 18; Rom. 13:1-2) 

o A custom that was very common at that time.  A government had the right to commandeer a man in order to move or 
transport baggage from one location to another.  This man would carry the baggage from one stage to the next and then 
someone else would carry it the next stage, and so on. 

o The principle here is concerned with man’s resentment against government and that we are to do things willingly and must 
be prepared to go beyond what is demanded of us. 

- Beg and Borrow (1 Jn. 3:17-18) 
o The principle is concerned with the denial of our self, and in compassion and love, to give to those who are in need 
o We must rid ourselves of the spirit that causes us to hold onto things so tightly.  The spirit of “what’s mine is mine”.  

- 1 Peter 3:8-9 
o We are not to repay evil for evil, but instead we are to bless so that we may obtain blessing 

- 1 Pet. 2:18-23 
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o It is gracious in the sight of the Lord that we endure suffering for doing good 
o Christ has suffered for us, leaving us an example to follow 
o God judges justly 

- In summary, we are called not to retaliate, we are to give up our personal rights, to go beyond what is demanded of us, and to give 
generously so that we may follow the example of Christ and inherit a blessing.  We are called to DIE to SELF and look to bless others. 

 
5. How did Christ fulfill this teaching? (Isa. 50:6, Mk. 14:65, 15:16-20) 

- Jesus fulfills the prophecy of the Old Testament 
- Although he had done no wrong, He does not retaliate when mocked, spat on, or struck at the hands of the Jewish authorities 
- He was again mocked and ridiculed, struck and beaten at the hands of the Roman authorities 
- In all of this, Christ leaves us the supreme example of love and self-control by demonstrating his refusal to retaliate 

 
 
 
 

In what areas of your life do you need to deny yourself and give to Christ? 
 
It is our natural disposition to love and to do good to those who do likewise to us.  It is our natural disposition to desire revenge and to have an 
attitude of self-defense that immediately rises when we have been wronged even in the slightest way.  It is this attitude to defend what is ours that 
causes us to insist on our own rights and to ignore the needs of others.  It is this problem of self, and the desire to protect, that hinders us from 
answering Christ’s call to be different.  Christ has suffered and left for us an example to follow that in light of any insults or injustice that we may 
personally encounter, we are not to retaliate in kind, nor are we to seek vengeance as vengeance is the Lord’s, but we are to respond with blessing.  
We need to deny ourselves and take up our cross and follow Christ with our whole being. 

 


