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The Commands of Our Lord

“Retaliation”
Past issues of these letters may be read at http://livingtheology.com/letters.htm and I encourage you to catch up with them if you have not received earlier letters.  Other writings of mine are at http://LivingTheology.com and I pray they will be helpful. The author is solely responsible for the content of these letters and they do not represent any particular denomination.  

Matt 5:40 "And if anyone wants to sue you, and take your shirt, let him have your coat also.”

The law of retaliation is the so-called “lex talionis” and it dates back as far as the law code of Hammurabi (2285-2242 BC).  It is also explicitly stated in the Old Testament at least three times:

Exodus 21:23 "But if there is any further injury, then you shall appoint as a penalty life for life,

Exodus 21:24 eye for eye, tooth for tooth, hand for hand, foot for foot,

Exodus 21:25 burn for burn, wound for wound, bruise for bruise.”

Lev 24:19 “And if a man injures his neighbor, just as he has done, so it shall be done to him:

Lev 24:20 fracture for fracture, eye for eye, tooth for tooth; just as he has injured a man, so it shall be inflicted on him.”

Deut 19:21 "Thus you shall not show pity: life for life, eye for eye, tooth for tooth, hand for hand, foot for foot.”

Certainly the above states the standard definition of justice and what most people would normally like to do when they have been wronged.  But Jesus states a different code for His people giving civil and criminal justice to governing authorities and ultimate justice for God alone.  Paul states the giving of the sword for earthly justice to the government:

Rom 13:1 “Let every person be in subjection to the governing authorities. For there is no authority except from God, and those which exist are established by God.

Rom 13:2 Therefore he who resists authority has opposed the ordinance of God; and they who have opposed will receive condemnation upon themselves.

Rom 13:3 For rulers are not a cause of fear for good behavior, but for evil. Do you want to have no fear of authority? Do what is good, and you will have praise from the same;

Rom 13:4 for it is a minister of God to you for good. But if you do what is evil, be afraid; for it does not bear the sword for nothing; for it is a minister of God, an avenger who brings wrath upon the one who practices evil.”

It is also best to note that the Old Testament also forbids an individual from seeking revenge as noted below:

Lev 19:17 “You shall not hate your fellow countryman in your heart; you may surely reprove your neighbor, but shall not incur sin because of him.

Lev 19:18 'You shall not take vengeance, nor bear any grudge against the sons of your people, but you shall love your neighbor as yourself; I am the Lord.”

Prov 20:22 “Do not say, "I will repay evil"; Wait for the Lord, and He will save you.”

For the commands of Jesus related to this study we have the two introductory verses to the verse I put at the top of this page:

Matt 5:38 “You have heard that it was said, 'An eye for an eye, and a tooth for a tooth.'

Matt 5:39 "But I say to you, do not resist him who is evil; but whoever slaps you on your right cheek, turn to him the other also.”
We also read the two verses following Matt 5:40:
Matt 5:41 “And whoever shall force you to go one mile, go with him two.

Matt 5:42 Give to him who asks of you, and do not turn away from him who wants to borrow from you.”

Jesus is clearly teaching us to give up our individual right for revenge.  Paul reiterates this way of life of the Christian also:

Rom 12:19 “Never take your own revenge, beloved, but leave room for the wrath of God, for it is written, "Vengeance is Mine, I will repay," says the Lord.

Rom 12:20 "But if your enemy is hungry, feed him, and if he is thirsty, give him a drink; for in so doing you will heap burning coals upon his head."

Rom 12:21 Do not be overcome by evil, but overcome evil with good.”

The “burning coals” above is probably the shame and contrition felt by some who wronged us.  What Jesus commands is not an easy way of life.  People will abuse us, and people will persecute us.  But we are to show the love of God that has changed us from death to life and we are to leave room for the vengeance of the Lord.  We will usually not see justice here but we can rest in knowing that absolute justice will be done by the only righteous judge.  Some people say that these sayings are too difficult to live by today but that is wrong!  The words of the Bible are timeless and give us the directions for living here as a Christian.  It is impossible for someone who is not a Christian to live by the commands of Jesus.  But for Christians it can be done through the enabling power of God in their lives and is being done by many who live today.  
Pray that God will give you an experience in which you are tested to see if you are living by the commands of Jesus!  

