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EYES, TEETH, CHEEKS AND TUNICS
SERMON ON THE MOUNT PART 11


Today we continue with our series on the Sermon on the Mount. Jesus continues to explain how things in His kingdom should be. He is doing this by assuring everyone that He did not come to do away with the Torah, but to fulfill, (fill full/ embody) the Torah the way it was originally intended. We have seen throughout the study that Jesus is turning things upside down – at least as far as His hearers have come to understand things. He began by telling everyone just who would have status in the kingdom, and those were the people who had no status in that day. Jesus wants to work in and through those on the margins of society. He then spoke on murder, adultery and divorce. In that triad, He hammered on the innate value that all humans have. He spoke of loyalty, dignity and covenant. In the second triad, He began with oath taking and the integrity of those in the kingdom. He will continue with those themes today, but in a slightly different way. Let’s pay attention to one of the most referenced laws in the Torah; the eye for an eye passage. 


Matt. 5:38   h“You have heard that it was said, y‘An eye for an eye and a tooth for a tooth.’ 39 But I say to you, zDo not resist the one who is evil. But aif anyone bslaps you on the right cheek, turn to him the other also. 40 And zif anyone would sue you and take your tunic,8 let him have your cloak as well. 41 And if anyone cforces you to go one mile, go with him two miles. 42 dGive to the one who begs from you, and edo not refuse the one who would borrow from you.

At first glance, things seem to be pretty straight-forward. It appears that Jesus tells us to be door mats and victims. We probably go immediately to the question of what am I allowed to do after I have turned both cheeks? Am I to just give away everything I own? Those are legitimate questions if we are reading things in our modern context. I mean, once again, everything seems to be pretty straightforward. But those aren’t the questions we need to be asking. We can’t start there, but we can’t stay there. Are people to supposed to just take a beating? Are people supposed to give away everything they own? How does that work? Do we do these things to the detriment of our own health and family? The way to answer these questions and get to what Jesus is saying is once again, ‘context’. 

Jesus is once again referencing the Torah. And at first glance, it looks as though the Torah speaks to vengeance. It looks as though it states that returning evil for evil was/ is the right thing to do. However, when we look at things in context, we see something different. 

Those of us who grew up on the local playground can probably remember the laws of the tribal playground. Someone punches you and then you have the right to punch back. In fact, I can remember guys begging the other guy to punch them first so that when they retaliated, they wouldn’t get in trouble by the teacher. At least that was the common logic/ law of the playground. For most, this seems to say that if you take out my eye, I can then take out yours. But when we look at the way these things were mitigated in the ANE we see something else. There are a few places where we see this wording in the Torah. 


Ex. 21:22   “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 vhe shall pay as the wjudges determine. 23 But if there is harm,4 then you shall pay xlife for life, 24 yeye for eye, tooth for tooth, hand for hand, foot for foot, 25 burn for burn, wound for wound, stripe for stripe.


Lev. 24:17   r“Whoever takes a human life shall surely be put to death. 18 sWhoever takes an animal’s life shall make it good, life for life. 19 If anyone injures his neighbor, tas he has done it shall be done to him, 20 fracture for fracture, eye for eye, tooth for tooth; whatever injury he has given a person shall be given to him.

21 yYour eye shall not pity. hIt shall be life for life, eye for eye, tooth for tooth, hand for hand, foot for foot.Deut. 19:21

 Once again, it seems pretty straightforward. If you knock out my eye, I can knock out your eye. If you knock out my tooth, I can knock out yours. However, that is not what is being said. If we look around the ANE we can find this same law and the same phrasing in other law codes. In fact, by the time Moses came along, this terminology had already been in use for centuries. If we dig a little deeper, we can see that ‘eye for an eye and tooth for tooth’ were something of a shorthand reference to this type of situation. First of all, we need to understand that these laws refer to instances between individual parties and not national entities. Jesus is speaking of the same thing; namely situations between individuals. Secondly, we need to understand that this phrasing and its application in ancient courts did not refer to taking vengeance. It was a phrase that was used to limit, (place a cap) on restitution for a loss. It was also used to ensure that the punishment fit the crime. This is what is meant by ‘eye for eye and tooth for tooth’. You couldn’t kill a person for knocking out your eye. You could only get compensation for the loss of the eye. You couldn’t kill or maim someone if they clipped your ear. You could only get compensation for the ear. And, when we look at ancient court records, we also see that the compensation was monetary. The restitution for the eye, tooth, finger, leg, etc., was made with money, much as it is today. This is actually the basis for our tort laws. Therefore, we need to understand that even though the law is worded as it is, the punishment or compensation was hardly ever claimed by/ with blow for blow. Another purpose for this was to eliminate blood feuds between tribes and families. Think Hatfields and McCoys. It was a way to keep a lid on responding in kind to things that could escalate into greater issues. 

Jesus then says, “zDo not resist the one who is evil.” We have two ways to deal with this sentence. We can go into the Greek, which we will to a small degree, but we also need to look at the examples Jesus gives, as well as what Paul says when referencing Jesus. 

15 See that tno one repays anyone evil for evil, but always useek to do good to one another and to everyone.

Here Paul uses the same Greek preposition as Jesus does, but he changes the verb, shining some light on what Jesus means when He said not to resist the one doing evil. (repay – resist; for =antee).

In order not to muddy the waters with Greek syntax, what we are to see is that “do not resist” doesn’t mean to just stand there and take a beating. Each of the examples Jesus gives regarding slapping, lawsuits and going the extra mile is a response and not a passive act. We will get into that in more detail shortly. The Greek means that one is not to “resist in kind/ the same manner or stance as the one doing the evil.” As Jesus shows us; we are to stand, but not in the same manner, (violently, with malice, etc.) 

Torah is never to be used to produce harm on/ for the innocent. These verses have been used over the years to force women back into volatile homes and relationships. That isn’t what is supposed to happen. 

We also need to quickly look at another way to respond to evil and this is shown in both the OT and NT. 


Rom. 12:14   eBless those who persecute you; bless and do not curse them.

Rom. 12:19
19 Beloved, mnever avenge yourselves, but leave it9 to the wrath of God, for it is written, n“Vengeance is mine, I will repay, says the Lord.”

OT EXAMPLE

Psa. 94:1   	O LORD, God of pvengeance,
		O God of vengeance, qshine forth!
2 	rRise up, O sjudge of the earth;
		repay to the tproud what they deserve!

Also: 1Samuel 24, where David could have killed Saul, but didn’t. Rather he left repayment to God. 



1 Samuel 24:15
15 May the LORD therefore be judge and give sentence between me and you, and see to it and plead my cause and deliver me from your hand.”

What we see here is an example of people leaving things up to God as He is the most righteous judge. 

So, now that we have dealt with those two verses, what are we to do with the slapping of the face? 


 But aif anyone bslaps you on the right cheek, turn to him the other also.

We tend to think of this as a brawl, or maybe the beginning of one. But a slap, in Jesus’ day, especially when it came to two men, was not that. It was more of an insult. Many of us have probably seen an old movie where one man slaps another man with a glove. It’s more of an insult to his status and character than a violent blow. Notice that the right cheek is specifically mentioned. This is because a slap to the right cheek was an insult and was usually directed at someone of a lower status. Remember that we are dealing with honor/ shame culture here. The slap the right cheek was a back-handed slap from the right hand of the aggressor. It wasn’t meant to knock him down or break his teeth. And this is what Jesus was talking about. If someone wrongs you by the back-handed slap in order to challenge you and/ or lower your status; you’re to show them your other cheek. What’s up with that? Why show them the other cheek? 

The back-handed slap was an insult. The slap to the left cheek would have been an open-handed slap. That was a little more violent but was only done to someone of equal status. So, offering them the left cheek for an open-handed slap, you were forcing them to see you as an equal. That is resisting, but not in kind, and forcing them to see you as an equal goes back to the subject of dignity and the innate value all humans have. Therefore, the response is not as “passive” as one might think. 

Jesus then moves on to the issue of being sued for one’s tunic, which was the shirt worn under a coat. The Torah addresses this very issue. It was meant as a protection for the poor and the day laborers as the coat often doubled as a blanket for the cool nights in Israel. Most people only had one change of clothes. Even the wealthier people usually only had a handful of outfits to wear. Torah states that if you had to take one’s coat for some sort of collateral while a debt was being repaid, you could only take it during the day. It was to be returned at the close of business in order that the person did not get cold at night. In many cases it was the item of greatest value to them. So why does Jesus say what He does? 

We need to see that Jesus addresses that the coat is not being taken, but the shirt worn underneath it. That’s something of a twist. If a person was being sued for a shirt, that wouldn’t be evident at all as it would not be seen under the coat. Once again, we might see giving away both items as being passive. However, Jesus is addressing the fact that if someone felt the need to do things this way, there is a greater problem. They must feel that they need to dehumanize someone in a mighty way. Jesus says to give them both the shirt and the coat. This is an active response, not a passive one. By giving them both items, especially in public, you are saying that they obviously need the items more than you do. It would be an act of public humiliation for you as you would be considered naked in public. However, you would be responding to their actions in a way that wasn’t responding in kind. You would be exposing their greed or animosity in an active, but non-violent way. And this would be, as the other examples we’ve seen, a way to redefine the relationship. This, like turning to them the left cheek would force them to think of you in a different way. It makes them think of how they are defining you. And that gets to the heart of the matter. To force them to see you as an equal – a human being with dignity exposes them and puts the issue on the table in a way that a violent or like-minded response would not. It actually helps them to see not only you, but themselves in a whole different light. 

41 And if anyone cforces you to go one mile, go with him two miles.

This statement references a Roman law whereby a Roman soldier could compel a civilian to carry their gear for a mile. Even the Romans understood that this could be abusive and therefore put a limit on how far someone could be compelled to carry a soldier’s gear. And that stuff was heavy. This is the same law, the same Greek phrase we see when Simon of Cyrene was compelled to carry the cross of Jesus once Jesus was no longer able to do so. Jesus says that once you have reached the lawful limit of one mile, one should voluntarily carry it another. We are told to do things with a cheerful heart. The first is compelled, but the second is to be done with a cheerful heart. Once again, this second mile forces the relationship to be redefined. You are no longer a “pack animal”, you are a human being who is willing to help another person. You are elevating your status from an animal to that of a human being with innate value as a creation of God. Your dignity has been restored. You now have the chance to develop a relationship on more equal terms. You now have the opportunity to get to know and to witness to this person. You have the opportunity to show them what being an imager of God is. 


The last of the instructions in this paragraph reverses the roles somewhat. Jesus is now speaking to someone who is in the driver’s seat – the one who is asked and able to help financially. In the first three scenarios, Jesus is speaking to the one of lower or lesser status. But now He speaks to the person who is in the better position – the one who has the money. Now WE are forced to see the other person as an equal even though in that culture – and probably even in ours, the person needing the money would not have been see as such. The person to whom Jesus is speaking is not the vulnerable one, but the one with the upper hand. And what does He say to do? He says to treat them with dignity and respect, as an equal and give them what they need. 

This is not an open-ended decree whereby we just hand over whatever we have to any and all. That could put our family in a bind. But that is not to say that we are to give to the less fortunate only when we are wealthy. Giving to others does “hurt” at times. We aren’t to give our baby’s milk money to someone and starve our children. But we are to be much more sympathetic to others than we may normally be. Most of us can afford to give to those in need more readily than we might be inclined to do. 

But we must see that whether we are the one who is vulnerable or the one with the upper hand, we are to respond in such a way that the vulnerable is to be seen as just as valuable as the other. Everyone being on equal footing is a facet of the kingdom. As the saying goes, everyone is equal at the foot of the cross. 

These scenarios are hard to see without the background. And they can be hard to see in a 21st century context. But the lessons are the same. The thread on which Jesus is pulling is that of treating, as well as being treated with dignity, knowing that everyone, no matter their circumstance, is a creation of God with innate value and therefore should be treated thusly. 

[bookmark: _GoBack]We will have to get over the pride that wants to make us respond in kind, repaying evil for evil; or the pride of seeing someone else as less when they are vulnerable. When it comes to sin, we are all vulnerable. And only the Spirit of God can change that. 
