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Concerning Retaliation     Matthew 5:38-48          


Last week we spend some time considering anger and how Jesus calls us to express it, and to reconcile immediately with the person to whom our anger is directed.  It is a call to humility.  It is a call to live, saturated with those gifts becoming of people of the kingdom. Living out the faith to which we are called, to walk the talk.


Today's passage is a close second:  retaliation.  Again last week we recalled how Jesus proclaimed that he came not to abolish the law, but to fulfill it...to interpret it....to help us to understand the law in context.


If you want to appreciate the difficulty of being a Biblical literalist, have a look at the Old Testament Book of Deuteronomy or Leviticus that Jesus references in this Matthew passage.


Jesus says, “You have heard that it was said, “An eye for an eye and a tooth for a tooth...."  The reference in Leviticus says,  "Anyone who kills a human being should be put to death.....anyone who blasphemes the name of the Lord shall be put to death by the congregation who shall stone them to death.... anyone who maims another should suffer the same injury in return.....fracture for fracture, eye for eye, tooth for tooth......."


How often have you heard say or said yourself, sometimes jokingly, sometimes not,  ' an eye for an eye, a tooth for a tooth'. 


Jesus says to his listeners......"This is what the law says....but this is what I say......”  He interprets.....


God's purpose for the law was mercy.  It was never intended for personal revenge.  The laws were given to limit vengeance and to provide the court with guidelines so that punishment would be fair. Unfortunately it was used by individuals to justify their vendetta against others.  "I was just doing to them what they did to me."


Have you ever been wronged and thought about getting even?  There is something satisfying about getting even and something even more satisfying about going one up!  


When you think about this passage do you see it as a challenge from Jesus to us?  Do you see it as a challenge to our desire for personal vindication, our need to get even?  It speaks in part to human selfishness.   
It is not that we are to be OK with injustice, but rather to leave the vindication to God.  It is up to us to show the world the ways in which we honor God.    As the people of God, are we able to take the high road for the greater good?  Or do we need revenge because we honor property, or status more than we honor God?  


Those secure in their relationship with God hold no value in human honor.  Here are two possible responses when it comes to retaliation.   "I hit him harder than he hit me", or “He hit me hard, but I refused to take revenge."  As difficult as it is sometimes, when we turn the other cheek we show our allegiance to God and the example set for us by Christ.  


I wonder if you have understood the second example Jesus uses in this passage.  "If anyone wants to take your coat, give them your cloak as well."  I was surprised by what I learned this week in this regard.  


In the context of that historical/social setting, it is about inner and outer garment.  This is not a down filled winter jacket and then a sports coat Jesus is referring to.  Nudity was an intolerable dishonor to Palestinian Jews.  Many peasants only had one cloak and pursued legal recourse to get it back if it was seized or stolen.  The outer cloak often served as a poor man's bedding.  The law prohibited anyone from taking it.  This would be a shocking graphic that Jesus was offering here of what non-resistance really means.    "If anyone wants to take your coat, give him your cloak as well".    Jesus wants to emphasize the value of the Kingdom of God and living in accordance with those values as opposed to the ways of secular life.     The difference it makes to the one who lives that way, and the impact it has on those who observe!


Last week I talked about living as people of the Kingdom, saturated with the qualities of Jesus, from the inside out.  Considering this call of Jesus to turn the other cheek, walk the extra mild, give your cloak as well is a good thing to consider as we cultivate that Kingdom life.

Amen
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