Whose Right is It Anyway (Matt 5:38-42)?
The Declaration of Independence begins, “When in the Course of human events it becomes necessary for one people to dissolve the political bands which have connected them with another and to assume among the powers of the earth, the separate and equal station to which the Laws of Nature and of Nature's God entitle them, a decent respect to the opinions of mankind requires that they should declare the causes which impel them to the separation.

We hold these truths to be self-evident, that all men are created equal, that they are endowed by their Creator with certain unalienable Rights, that among these are Life, Liberty and the pursuit of Happiness. — That to secure these rights, Governments are instituted among Men, deriving their just powers from the consent of the governed, — That whenever any Form of Government becomes destructive of these ends, it is the Right of the People to alter or to abolish it, and to institute new Government, laying its foundation on such principles and organizing its powers in such form, as to them shall seem most likely to effect their Safety and Happiness.”
From the self-evident, unalienable rights stated in the Declaration of Independence we have become a rights crazy society. There are women’s rights, gay rights, rights for illegal aliens, civil rights, children’s rights, and worker’s rights. Everyone demands their rights! We are consumed with the fight for our personal rights. We want, nay demand, what we believe is ours. If anyone gets in our way there is hell to pay. Retaliation, usually with interest, is meted out to those who would get in the way of what we want. Retaliation is the natural expression of sinful human selfishness.
“Inordinate concern for one’s own rights comes from inordinate selfishness and leads to inordinate lawlessness. When our supreme concern is getting and keeping what we think is rightfully ours, then whoever or whatever gets in our way—including the law—becomes expendable. Since it is not possible for everyone to have everything he wants, to insist on our own way invariably tramples on the rights and welfare of others. Respect for law and for the welfare of others is always among the first and major casualties of self-assertion. When self is in the foreground, everything else and everyone else is pushed to the background” (John MacArthur).

Inordinate self-interest leads to retaliation and vengeance. James describes this sinful behavior, “What causes quarrels and what causes fights among you? Is it not this, that your passions are at war within you? You desire and do not have, so you murder. You covet and cannot obtain, so you fight and quarrel. You do not have, because you do not ask” (Jas 4:1-2). When self-interest is first all of society suffers.

One of the most selfless human beings that ever lived had his rights trampled on again and again. To a selfish and self-centered church he wrote, “Am I not free? Am I not an apostle? Have I not seen Jesus our Lord? Are not you my workmanship in the Lord? . . . Do we not have the right to eat and drink? Do we not have the right to take along a believing wife, as do the other apostles and the brothers of the Lord and Cephas? Or is it only Barnabas and I who have no right to refrain from working for a living? . . . If others share this rightful claim on you, do not we even more? Nevertheless, we have not made use of this right, but we endure anything rather than put an obstacle in the way of the gospel of Christ” (1 Co 9:1, 4-6, 12). The Apostle Paul sacrificed his God-given rights for the sake of the gospel and others. 

Being human and sinful Paul didn’t always win the battle with selfishness and at least in this one interest demanded his rights. As he stood trial in Jerusalem he said, “Brothers, I have lived my life before God in all good conscience up to this day.’ And the high priest Ananias commanded those who stood by him to strike him on the mouth. Then Paul said to him, ‘God is going to strike you, you whitewashed wall! Are you sitting to judge me according to the law, and yet contrary to the law you order me to be struck?” (Act 23:1-3). Here Paul was overcome with anger and wanted God to strike Ananias immediately.
For some reason Paul didn’t recognize the high priest; maybe he wasn’t wearing his formal attire. From a human standpoint Paul had every right to speak the way he did. Ananias was breaking the law by having a prisoner struck before he was found guilty. Yet Paul, when he was told he had just threatened the high priest, repented. “Those who stood by said, ‘Would you revile God's high priest?’ And Paul said, ‘I did not know, brothers, that he was the high priest, for it is written, ‘You shall not speak evil of a ruler of your people” (Acts 23:4-5).  Scripture forbade what Paul said so Paul aligned himself with the Law of God.
“Probably no part of the Sermon on the Mount has been so misinterpreted and misapplied as 5:38-42. It has been used to promote pacifism, conscientious objection to military service, lawlessness, anarchy, and a host of other positions that it does not support” (John MacArthur).

In this section, once again, our Lord contrasts the real meaning of the Word of God with the Jewish tradition. The Jews, like Americans, insisted on have their personal rights and obtaining vengeance if they were wronged. Once again they twisted the Law to fit their own desires.

I.
The principle (v. 38; Exod 21:24; Lev 24:20; Deut 19:21)

“You have heard that it was said, ‘An eye for an eye and a tooth for a tooth” (Mat 5:38). This was a direct quote from the Old Testament (Exod 21:24; Lev 24:20; Deut 19:21). It is the principle of lex talionis, or tit for tat, or quid pro quo. This principle has probably been in effect since the first society organized. The principle was to make certain that the punishment fit the crime.

A.
Purpose (Exod 21:23-25; Lev 24:19-20)

“But if there is harm, then you shall pay life for life, eye for eye, tooth for tooth, hand for hand, foot for foot, burn for burn, wound for wound, stripe for stripe” (Exo 21:23-25). “If anyone injures his neighbor, as he has done it shall be done to him, fracture for fracture, eye for eye, tooth for tooth; whatever injury he has given a person shall be given to him” (Lev 24:19-20). There are two main purposes for the lex talionis. First, it was enacted to curtail further crime. The second reason is to prevent excessive punishment based on personal retaliation.


1.
To curtail (Deut 19:20)
An eye for an eye punishment curtailed further crime in two ways. First when the violator was punished it dissuaded others out of fear of future punishment. “And the rest shall hear and fear, and shall never again commit any such evil among you” (Deu 19:20). Second, the person wronged was avenged, he felt as if justice was served, and his wrath satisfied. It kept the wronged from becoming a lawbreaker by taking matters into his own hands.



2.
To prevent (Gen 4:23-24)
The lex talionis prevented the offender from being punished unfairly. The punishment was to fit the crime and no more. It was to prevent someone from acting like Lamech, “Lamech said to his wives: ‘Adah and Zillah, hear my voice; you wives of Lamech, listen to what I say: I have killed a man for wounding me, a young man for striking me. If Cain's revenge is sevenfold, then Lamech's is seventy-sevenfold” (Gen 4:23-24).

B.
Performance (Exod 21:22; Deut 19:18)
It is always the government and not the individual that was to execute justice and punishment. “It is of the utmost significance that each of the three Pentateuch accounts that prescribe the eye for any eye principle has to do with the civil justice system” (John MacArthur). “When men strive together and hit a pregnant woman, so that her children come out, but there is no harm, the one who hit her shall surely be fined, as the woman's husband shall impose on him, and he shall pay as the judges determine” (Exo 21:22). “The judges shall inquire diligently, and if the witness is a false witness and has accused his brother falsely . . . (Deu 19:18). The assessment of guilt and the penalty issued was always the responsibility of the state.
The law was just because the guilty was punished. The law was merciful because the guilty was not punished more severely than his crime deserved. The law was beneficial because it checked crime.


C.
Potentate (Deut 32:35; Pro 25:21)
All judgment is the prerogative of God. He delegates it to governments and societies, but not to the individual. God holds governments accountable for their actions. “Vengeance is mine, and recompense, for the time when their foot shall slip; for the day of their calamity is at hand, and their doom comes swiftly” (Deu 32:35).
Our responsibility is to demonstrate love, even to our enemies, “If your enemy is hungry, give him bread to eat, and if he is thirsty, give him water to drink” (Pro 25:21). We do not have the authority to take matters of justice into our own hands!

II.
The perversion

Once again the Jewish teachers perverted the Law of God. Instead of seeing the law as just, merciful, and beneficial they used it as justification for personal vengeance. They taught that each and every man was his own judge, jury and executioner. The civil law given by God was turned into personal license. They taught an eye for eye as a mandate for personal justice.
III.
The perspective (vv. 39a; Rom 12:17-19, 21)
“But I say to you, do not resist the one who is evil. But if anyone slaps you on the right cheek, turn to him the other also. And if anyone would sue you and take your tunic, let him have your cloak as well. And if anyone forces you to go one mile, go with him two miles. Give to the one who begs from you, and do not refuse the one who would borrow from you” (Mat 5:39-42). 

Jesus corrects the Jewish misunderstanding by forbidding personal vengeance. He is not teaching that evil should not be resisted or restrained; only that it is to be handled by the government and in the church. Personal retaliation has no place in society at large and no place whatsoever in the church. “Repay no one evil for evil, but give thought to do what is honorable in the sight of all. If possible, so far as it depends on you, live peaceably with all. Beloved, never avenge yourselves, but leave it to the wrath of God, for it is written, ‘Vengeance is mine, I will repay, says the Lord” (Rom 12:17-19). The church is commanded, “Do not be overcome by evil, but overcome evil with good” (Rom 12:21). 

A.
The church (Gal 2:11-14; 1 Cor 5; Matt 18:15-17)

It is proper to resist evil within the church. We have the example of the Apostle Paul and the clear teaching to the Lord as how to handle evil in the church. Paul gives us two practical examples. The first was when he confronted Peter in Antioch. “But when Cephas came to Antioch, I opposed him to his face, because he stood condemned. For before certain men came from James, he was eating with the Gentiles; but when they came he drew back and separated himself, fearing the circumcision party. And the rest of the Jews acted hypocritically along with him, so that even Barnabas was led astray by their hypocrisy. But when I saw that their conduct was not in step with the truth of the gospel, I said to Cephas before them all, ‘If you, though a Jew, live like a Gentile and not like a Jew, how can you force the Gentiles to live like Jews” (Gal 2:11-14)?
Paul’s second example is found in 1 Corinthians. The church had within its membership a case of immorality. Paul commanded them to, “Purge the evil person from among you” (1 Cor 5:13).
The Lord Jesus gave us a complete set of instructions for resisting evil inside the church. “If your brother sins against you, go and tell him his fault, between you and him alone. If he listens to you, you have gained your brother. But if he does not listen, take one or two others along with you, that every charge may be established by the evidence of two or three witnesses. If he refuses to listen to them, tell it to the church. And if he refuses to listen even to the church, let him be to you as a Gentile and a tax collector” (Mat 18:15-17).

B.
The civil government (Rom 13:1-7; Titus 3:1; 1 Peter 2:13-17)

It is the responsibility of the government to resist and punish evil-doers. Governments are established by God to protect the innocent and punish the guilty. The Apostle Paul wrote, “For there is no authority except from God, and those that exist have been instituted by God. . . For rulers are not a terror to good conduct, but to bad. Would you have no fear of the one who is in authority? Then do what is good, and you will receive his approval, for he is God's servant for your good. But if you do wrong, be afraid, for he does not bear the sword in vain. For he is the servant of God, an avenger who carries out God's wrath on the wrongdoer” (Rom 13:1, 3-4). The Apostle Peter added, “Be subject for the Lord's sake to every human institution, whether it be to the emperor as supreme, or to governors as sent by him to punish those who do evil and to praise those who do good” (1 Pe 2:13-14).

IV.
Privileges (vv. 39b-42)
Now that we know that the principle of “eye for eye” is for the just and merciful punishment of the guilty by the government. It is for the benefit of society in that it restrains evil. Now let’s move on to see how this personally affects us as Christians. Jesus tells us that there are four basic human rights or privileges that we must be willing to give up because we are His.
A.
Dignity (v. 39; Matt 10:16-23; 1 Peter 2:20-21; 3:13-17; 4:12-19; 2 Tim 3:12; Mark 14:65; Isa 50:6; 53:7; 1 Peter 2:20-23)

“But if anyone slaps you on the right cheek, turn to him the other also.” The first right the Lord says we must be willing to give up is our dignity. “As human beings we have the right to be treated with basic dignity, respect, and consideration. Because every person is created in His image, God demands that we treat one another with respect” (MacArthur). The Lord knows that we will not always be granted the respect we deserve as humans. Often this is because we are His (Matt 10:16-23; 1 Peter 2:20-21; 3:13-17; 4:12-19). Paul promised, “Indeed, all who desire to live a godly life in Christ Jesus will be persecuted” (2 Tim 3:12).
To the Jew of that day a slap in the face was one of the most insulting acts of humiliation a person could suffer. This “slap” was not to inflict physical harm so much as it was to show contempt for the person. It is similar to someone spitting in your face. If you remember this is the contempt the Jewish leaders had for the Lord Jesus. “And some began to spit on him and to cover his face and to strike him, saying to him, ‘Prophesy!’ And the guards received him with blows” (Mar 14:65). Even a slave would rather be beaten across the back than slapped in the face.

What Jesus is commanding us to do is to give up the right to our dignity. If we are insulted we are to accept the insult. If others mistreat us we are not to seek retaliation. We are to figuratively turn the other cheek. Remember how our Lord responded when He was mistreated? (Isa 50:6; 53:7; 1 Peter 2:20-23). We are to respond likewise!

B.
Security (v. 40; Exo 22:26-27; 1Co 6:1-8)

“And if anyone would sue you and take your tunic, let him have your cloak as well.” The tunic was an undergarment that a person wore under his cloak. The cloak was like our coat that a person used as a blanket at night. The Mosaic Law required that the cloak be returned to its owner at night. “If ever you take your neighbor's cloak in pledge, you shall return it to him before the sun goes down, for that is his only covering, and it is his cloak for his body; in what else shall he sleep? And if he cries to me, I will hear, for I am compassionate” (Exo 22:26-27). The typical person owned only one cloak and maybe two tunics.
Jesus is not talking about robbery, but a legitimate lawsuit. If someone sues us, we should be willing to do whatever possible to make the matter right. The court of that day could not require someone give up their cloak; but it could be freely offered. This is the attitude Jesus said His people should demonstrate. If we have wronged someone it is our responsibility to do all in our power to make the matter right. We should never be vengeful or resentful; but always seeking reconciliation, no matter what the cost.

This does not apply to lawsuits between Christians—they should not exist. Paul addresses this matter in Corinthians. “When one of you has a grievance against another, does he dare go to law before the unrighteous instead of the saints? Or do you not know that the saints will judge the world? And if the world is to be judged by you, are you incompetent to try trivial cases? Do you not know that we are to judge angels? How much more, then, matters pertaining to this life! So if you have such cases, why do you lay them before those who have no standing in the church? I say this to your shame. Can it be that there is no one among you wise enough to settle a dispute between the brothers, but brother goes to law against brother, and that before unbelievers? To have lawsuits at all with one another is already a defeat for you. Why not rather suffer wrong? Why not rather be defrauded? But you yourselves wrong and defraud--even your own brothers” (1Co 6:1-8)!


C.
Liberty (v. 41)

“And if anyone forces you to go one mile, go with him two miles.” The third right our Lord asks His people to give up is the right to personal freedom. Liberty is a God given right. Slavery and oppression are the result of the Fall. The best governments have always tried to protect the freedom of its citizens. But our personal freedom is less important than our Christian witness.

Roman law gave soldiers the authority to demand that private citizens carry their packs for a mile. This requirement forced the citizen to give up his personal freedom for a time. The Lord said His people should be willing to give up their time and even more; they should be willing to go the extra mile for His sake.


D.
Possessions (v. 42; Rom 12:20-21; Gal 2:20)
“Give to the one who begs from you, and do not refuse the one who would borrow from you.” The fourth right our Lord asks us to relinquish is the right to keep our possessions. We tend to forget that everything we have belongs to God and He has the right to demand we give to others. In strictly horizontal relationships we do have the right to keep what we earn. By right it is ours to do with as we please.

This right should be sacrificed to Christ. If others have a legitimate need, if we have the means, we should try to supply their needs. “To the contrary, ‘if your enemy is hungry, feed him; if he is thirsty, give him something to drink; for by so doing you will heap burning coals on his head.’ Do not be overcome by evil, but overcome evil with good” (Rom 12:20-21).

The only real right the Christian has is to obey God and serve others. We must be willing to sacrifice all of our “self-evident” rights for the sake of Christ. Are you willing to forsake your rights and live for Christ? The Apostle Paul proclaimed, “I have been crucified with Christ. It is no longer I who live, but Christ who lives in me. And the life I now live in the flesh I live by faith in the Son of God, who loved me and gave himself for me” (Gal 2:20).

All scripture quotations, unless otherwise indicated, are taken from The Holy Bible, English Standard Version, copyright © 2001 by Crossway Bibles, a division of Good News Publishers. Used by permission. All rights reserved.

PAGE  
1

