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As Americans, we live in a “rights” society. Our nation was founded on rights—good rights. We’ve even got a Bill of Rights: that guarantees such freedoms as association, worship, speech, travel, and the press. But this has devolved in our society into a basic selfish attitude: that I have the right to have things my way. Rather than approaching life thankful for the many privileges we possess, we grumble about what we think we should get (remind you of the Israelites in the wilderness?). But this kind of rights-mentality is all wrong, especially as Christians. So, what’s wrong with my rights? When it becomes focused on my “self” rather than on what is truly right.

But also, as humans, we live with a “retaliation” instinct. If somebody hits us, what is our natural reaction? We want to hit him back—and harder. Or if somebody calls you a horrible name, what is your instinct? To call him a name that hurts just as bad—or worse. You see, our instinct is retaliation: that’s what we are born with. It’s part of our sinful nature: one way we know that we are sinners, and from the heart (because it happens so fast, and naturally . . . and it’s evil). If someone hurts us, we want to hurt him back (and worse, if possible). We want pay-back, we want tit for tat, we want to get even. There was a recent example of this that came out of Charleston; perhaps you saw it in the news. There were two city councilmen who didn’t exactly get along. And one of them had parked his car in the slot reserved for the other. So what did this man do? He nonchalantly walks behind the car, and “keys” along the rear end of his opponent’s vehicle. One problem: it was caught on videotape. Now, we look at this man with shame (and well we should). But this is a deep issue in each of us, is it not? And this is what our Lord is addressing for us this morning: first by looking at what is wrong, and then by looking at what is right (and turning each of them on their head).
I.
What is wrong: exerting the “right” of private retaliation. But this supposed “right” is just plain wrong.

A.
The “lex talionis” wrongly. Jesus is quoting here (5:38) what has been called (in common parlance) the lex talionis: the “law of retaliation.” At one level, this sounds great to us, and at another, it is repulsive. 


1.
The part that makes us go “Yeah!” is the part that sees a justification for pay-back: “do unto others what they have done unto you” (oops). Again, this is our instinct; but it is wrong. And it is wrong (in part), because it has been twisted from its intent—as even the religious leaders here had done. They figured (as we can infer by what follows) that if someone slapped you on the cheek, you had the God-given right to slap that man back: “a slap for a slap.”


2.
The part that is repulsive to us (because we have been raised in a Christian context and informed by a Christian conscience) is this very “tit-for-tat.” Where’s the mercy? “Eye for an eye”: it sounds so “cold” to us. “Law of retaliation”: it sounds like a horrible law. But again, it is repulsive (and rightly so) because it has been twisted.

B.
The “lex talionis” rightly. So, let us look into this “eye for an eye.”


1.
The first thing we need to see is that this is God’s law. Now, this might shock us at first, but this law was laid down by God Himself—not some mere human, fallible and prone to sin. And He said it, not just once, but three times in the OT (in Exodus 21, Leviticus 24, and Deuteronomy 19)! And yet, it looks like Jesus is overthrowing this principle, is He not? Has God’s righteousness changed? But as Jesus Himself introduced this section of His sermon: “I have not come to abolish” (5:17).


2.
The second thing we need to notice is that this is God’s law of justice. In the OT, this law was given, not in a personal, but in a judicial context: the context of the courts. Deuteronomy makes this the most clear (read 19:15-21). This “eye for an eye,” then, does not justify the right for revenge; the Scriptures are not to be understood in this way. In fact, the OT warns us against this very thing: “Do not say, ‘I will do to him as he has done to me; I will pay the man back for what he has done’” (Prov 24:29). Rather, this divine principle was designed to ensure justice: that the punishment would indeed fit the crime—not over-punish nor under-punish. Their tendency, in those days, was to over-punish; our tendency, in the present day, is to under-punish. But what God is concerned about in society is “justice.” And this law establishes that, in very concrete terms. Even in the OT, however, we see that this could be broadly applied: e.g., if you broke a slave’s tooth, the slave went free (Ex 21:27). And it is on this very principle that any civilized judicial system is established.


3.
But this leads us to the third thing, and that is: God has different “rules” for society and for Christians; and we go astray when we mix these up. The rule for society is “justice.” The rule for Christians, however, is “love.” The apostle Paul talks about this very distinction in Romans 12 and 13. There, the duty of the state is to repay evil and reward good (cf. 13:3-4); but we are called to “repay no one evil for evil . . . but overcome evil with good” (12:17, 21). 

C.
So, what is going on here?



1.
Well, for whatever reason, the religious leaders of Jesus’ day had twisted the Scripture to suit their own wants. But we do the same, don’t we? We are often blinded by “self” in the name of religion, so that we see in the Scriptures the justification for homosexual clergy (on one extreme) or for church splits over carpet color (on the other). Here, they had taken this principle of divine justice, by which justice is to prevail in society, and applied it as their own pet principle to live by: as my right for retaliation. But in so doing, they had missed the very heart of God—that is to transform, and be seen through, the hearts of those who are His. 


2.
And Jesus here “shocks” us back to the original intent—not by telling us what it is, but by showing us what it is not. For by grasping for this supposed “right,” God’s people had lost track of what is really right (as the second greatest commandment puts it): “Do not take revenge . . . but love your neighbor as yourself” (Lev 19:18). And it is this kind of love—selfless and longsuffering—that He shows us in what follows. So, Jesus here is not seeking to overturn the principle on which courts must rule, but to underscore the principle by which Christians must live. “But that’s not what I want: I want pay-back, I want tit-for-tat, I want to get even.” Yes, that’s what I want; but it’s not my right; it is just plain wrong.
II.
What is right: enduring the “wrong” of personal injustice. This is a “wrong” that, from God’s perspective, is strangely right. This is illustrated in the four examples Jesus uses, that illustrate the heart we are to have. And each of these strikes at the heart of “rights” to show us the heart of Christ. Two of these, indeed, have become proverbial: “turning the other cheek” and “going the extra mile”—above and beyond the call of duty.

A.
Turning the other cheek. The first example is that of “turning the other cheek” (5:39). “But wait,” you might say, “I have the right to repay. He hit me, I get to hit him back; it’s only fair.” Just watch children go from “play” to “fight.” And yes, that is my natural instinct, and that is my natural desire. 


1.
I’m tempted to test this (but I’ll resist). If I were to come down, right now, and give any of you a good, hard slap across the face, what would your instinct be? You might fight it, and successfully; but your face would flush and your eyes kindle (or you just might wallop me back). It is fighting nature. “But if I live like this, won’t I be taken advantage of?” Probably. “And won’t I be mocked as a weakling?” Probably. But which takes more strength (I’m tempted to test this again, but I won’t), if I come down and sock you in the gut: to sock me right back, or to stand there with hands down (I think you know the answer)?


2.
This is but one example of resisting the urge to retaliate. But we could expand this to anything that someone does that wrongs me, where I want to “return the favor.” It could be when someone cuts you off on the freeway. What is your first thought? It could be when someone defames or humiliates you. What do you want to do? Rise up and strike back! But Jesus calls us to something bigger, and something better; Jesus calls us to follow Him. And no, it’s not natural . . . it is supernatural (read 1 Pet 2:19-23). 

B.
Giving up your cloak. The second example might seem a little strange to us at first (5:40): strange, because our clothing styles have radically changed (we don’t wear tunics and cloaks anymore; but we do wear shirts and coats). But then, I think we get the picture. Here, someone is suing me for those very things that are closest to me, and that I really need. What would be my natural reaction to someone doing this to me? Outrage! But Jesus wants to develop in each of us a heart that is willing to be wronged. As the apostle Paul will say, “Why not rather be wronged?” (1 Cor 6:7). “But,” you might say, “Even according to the Scriptures, I have the legal right to keep my cloak. No one has the right to take that from me” (cf. Ex 22:26). But then again, where is your heart; where is your attitude? Is it set on your “self,” your “rights,” or is it set on following Christ and trusting God? This is hard; but this is what we are called to. And it is a far better life than grasping.

C.
Going the extra mile. The third example is captured in that all-familiar phrase: “going the extra mile”—though the original setting is far from us (5:41). 


1.
In Jesus’ day, the Israelites were under Roman domination. And one of the irritations of Roman rule was their “right” to compel ordinary citizens to carry their military baggage for one mile. You had no choice; it was forced upon you. How would you react in this case? We would all probably grumble and complain and quietly curse until our duty was done—and not one step further! But then, Jesus tells us to willingly go double. “But I have the right to go no further. It’s an injustice as it is!” But Jesus wants to develop in each of us not only a heart that is willing to be wronged, but also a desire to go above and beyond the call of duty.


2.
So, let me ask: What is your (good) duty in your marriage?: “husband, love your wife; wife, respect your husband”—now, go above and beyond! Or, what is your (good) duty as children?: “honor your father and mother”—now, go above and beyond! And what is your (good) duty as employers and employees (if I can borrow from the master-slave relationship)?: “treat them fairly, work whole-heartedly”—now, go above and beyond! This is all too common: but do you do only what is required (and with a sour attitude)—and not one bit further? Instead, try this: for what will people think when they see us not only willingly perform an often uncomfortable duty, but then go way beyond what is required? What will your spouse think? What will your employer think? Well, they will see a difference; they will see the difference that the love of God makes in our hearts and lives; they will see the life of Christ.

D.
Giving to everyone who asks. The last example will come as a shock as well (5:42). Again, our natural reaction might be: “But I have the right to keep my own stuff. I earned it.” True (to a point); but there are two big attitude questions our Lord is seeking to address.



1.
First: what is your attitude toward your possessions? Do you see all your stuff as “yours”? Or do you view it as God’s stuff that has been entrusted to you? As the Scriptures tell us: “It is God who gives us the ability to produce wealth” (Dt 8:18); that “everything in the heavens and earth is His” (1 Chr 29:11); and that “without Him we can do nothing” (Jn 15:5).


2.
Second: what is your attitude toward the needy? Do you see them as “somebody else’s problem,” as “their fault” (and sometimes it is)? Or do you see them as humans made in the image of God, whom God Himself has placed in your pathway to help. Look again at the parable of the Good Samaritan. Now, there is one caveat here (and it is probably in all of your minds). There are some who are professional beggars, who refuse to work (etc.). There are many of them around us. And it takes great wisdom, and we are called to exercise it. But we should err on the side of giving. And we should do so according to true need: e.g., if a drunk asks you for money for food or bus fare, don’t give him money—he’ll just use it for booze; rather, buy him some food or put him on the bus. But this takes time and effort; and it’s much easier just to ignore. 


So, what are our “rights” to give up? What are our “wrongs” to endure? What Jesus wants to see is a heart that is willing to be wronged, that will go above and beyond; a heart that is bigger than ourselves, that is generous to those in need, and that holds loosely to the stuff of this earth. Yes, it is a distinct and radical attitude shift: away from self and toward Christ, away from “my rights” and toward “what would Jesus do?” And He laid down His life for us.






