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Sermons 
Go an extra mile

Matthew 5.38-48

Rev Dr Jos M. Strengholt

Sometimes people treat you badly.  It happens to all of us.  There are really mean peo-
ple, who make your life hard.  

And in moments like that, it feels so good to think of revenge.  Or ‘may that person 
sink deep into the mud’.

That is a normal feeling.  A common desire.  We are humans.  Maybe you are better 
than I am, but there are people I would love to punch in the eye.  

1.  Eye for eye  

The laws of Moses actually allow me to do this.  His laws says that when 
someone punches you on the eye, and  you lose that eye, you have the 
right to beat him on the eye, so that he also loses one eye.  

“An eye for an eye...” 

When this statement is used nowadays in a movie or in a book, it is usu-
ally used as a threat.  “Do not dare to do something against me, for I will 
get you...  “

There is, however, a problem with this concept of an eye for an eye, a tooth for a 
tooth…

If we all follow this concept, half of the world, or maybe the whole world, will gradu-
ally be blind.  And without teeth.  

Not a pretty idea.  So this does not sound like a very nice law in the Old Testament.  
If your neighbour killed your cow, you were allowed to kill his cow.  If someone acci-
dentally pushed someone over and he broke a leg, the leg of the man responsible for 
the accident could be broken.  

If your little son had a fight with the son of the neighbour and your son lost an eye, 
you had the right to poke out the eye of the other boy.  

Are these laws of God?  God of love? 

Hold on...  This law was given to a people, to Israel, that did not have a modern gov-
ernment as we are used to.  And in that situation, there was no police, no prison.  

The situation in those days was somehow like areas of Upper Egypt where the gov-
ernment is very weak, or absent, and where revenge is very common.  In such situa-
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tions, people tend to take the law in their own hands - as no one else upholds their 
sense of what is right and wrong.  

In such a context, the law that your revenge can never be bigger than the actual mis-
deed, is useful.  It is not a threat - it is intended to cool a situation down.  To temper 
the feelings.  To stop the bloodshed.  

The Old Testament law “an eye for an eye and a tooth for a tooth” was good for differ-
ent reasons:

• It suggested in the first place personal responsibility for your actions - if 
you do wrong, you will be punished.  

• It also stressed the equality of all people - the same punishment will be 
meted out to all, man, woman, rich, poor, ruler, or subject.  

• And it underlined that there must be a just proportion between crime and 
punishment.  

So it was a good law.

In the times of the Old Testament, it constrained the human tendency to take ex-
cessive revenge and it ensured that punishment was always related to the size of the 
crime.  In a time when there was no government to take care of all this.  

But at the time of Jesus, there was a government; the Roman Empire was modernis-
ing the whole area around the Mediterranean Sea with its civil law and police forces, 
and juridicial apparatus.  It was of course imperfect, but it did make a big, positive 
difference.  

Our apostle Paul also discussed this issue of revenge in Romans 12:17, 19: 
Do not repay anyone evil for evil.   
Do not take revenge, my friends, but leave room for  
God’s wrath, for it is written: 
‘It is mine to revenge, I will repay, says the Lord...’ 

Do not take personal revenge, Paul says.  Leave it to God.   

But how will God do this? A few verses further, Paul writes, Romans 13:1, 4: 
Everyone must submit himself to the governing authorities...  For [they are] God’s servant, 
an agent of wrath to bring punishment on the wrongdoer...  

So, our apostle says, the Old Testament approach to revenge is outdated; there is now 
a government to inflict punishment on those who do wrong.  

Revenge can now be left to government - we now have our legal systems, police, pris-
on systems, and all that should at least in theory ensure that anyone who does wrong, 
is punished in a reasonable manner.  
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2.  Do not resist an evildoer? 

Jesus is resisting a legalistic attitude that says: ‘if thousands of years ago this or that 
verse was given by God, it must now still be upheld in its most literal sense...’  

Some of the Jewish leaders in the time of Jesus believed that the laws of revenge actu-
ally meant that you were obliged to take revenge.  They forgot about the context, that 
these laws were meant to calm a situation down.  

By reading those laws from the Old Testament as a must-do, God was made to look 
like a vengeful God.  As if God wanted to see eyes plucked out.  That is simply not 
true.

And I think it is also a mistake if we make Jesus into the opposite; Jesus, like the 
apostle Paul,  never denied the right of government to punish evildoers - people who 
commit crimes.  

Jesus was speaking of these matters in the context of personal relationships; he did 
not suggest a new sort of pacifist legislation for modern states.  

Our Lord suggested that instead of taking personal revenge, we should consider for-
giving and loving our brother or sister.  That is a better lifestyle.  Closer to how God 
wants us to live.  And it makes less people lose their eyes.  

By the way, even the Old Testament made clear that personal vengeance is not what 
God wants.  In Leviticus we read:  

You shall be holy, for I, the Lord, am holy. 
You shall not take any vengeance, nor bear any grudge against the children of your 
people.  You shall love your neighbour as yourself.  (Lev 19.1, 18)

So Jesus tells his followers, very much in line with the spirit of the laws of God, how 
they should live for God...  Instead of thinking of revenge, instead of thinking of their 
own rights, they are asked to behave as God does - God is holy.  He loves all people.  
He is good for all people.  

Jesus uses three examples of bad behaviour of other people to us.  He speaks of  

• someone who hits you on right cheek 
• someone who wants to sue you for your tunic 
• and someone who forces you to go a mile with him 

What does this mean, to be hit on the right cheek? 

Imagine you stand before someone, and he hits you on the right cheek...  how does he 
do this? Most people are right handed - how do you then hit someone on the right 
cheek?  

I think Jesus is talking about slapping someone - as an act of humiliation, and as a 
challenge - an invitation to see whether you dare to respond.  To slap someone on the 
right cheek is an invitation to a fight.  
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Jesus says: do not accept the invitation.  Be a person of peace.  

And what does it mean that someone wants to sue me for my tunic?   Jesus refers to a 
law mentioned in Ex 22.26-27:  

If ever you take your neighbours garment in pledge, you shall restore it before the sun goes 
down, for that is his only covering.  

So the good laws in the Old Testament tried to protect the weaker party: do not take 
the shirt of a poor man to ensure that he pays back his debt to you - he needs it to 
survive the cold night.  Taking the only thing that keeps a man warm as a pledge in 
your pawn shop is evil.

Jesus puts the spotlight on the poor man, who is losing his shirt....  What to do if you 
are the one who is wronged? Fight back? Sure, legally, you have that right.  

But is getting your right always the best choice? Is it good for relationships? is it good 
for you personally? To walk around with a grudge about being mistreated, is not good 
for your health.  

Jesus suggests, if someone insists to have that shirt of you, even though what he wants 
is against the laws, even if you could win the case based on Jewish religious law, then 
do not fight that person, but give him what you have, even more.  Be generous - even 
to the person who does not show any generosity to you.  Even if it hurts you.

And if someone presses you, forces you, to carry something for him over a certain 
distance, do extra!

Roman soldiers could ask anyone to carry heavy stuff through the cit-
ies where they marched.  Think of Simon of Cyrene, who was forced 
to carry the cross for Jesus.  

Well, if someone demands something of you - even if you do not like 
that at all - be generous, is what Jesus says.  Show excessive kindness, 
even to your enemies.  

Now this does not mean we must behave as doormats.  We do not 
exist to be trampled on.  But there are many moments in life when the 
best choice, is to be gracious, to show patience, to show love instead of 
anger.  

Yes, you may be right, and the other may be wrong.  So what? Is it 
worth the fight? 

3.  Radical generosity 

The focus, as far as Jesus is concerned, should not be on my rights, but 
on the well being of the other person, and really, on the well-being of 
the community.  
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So as a conclusion, Jesus says, ‘give to the one who asks you and do not turn away who 
wants to borrow from you.’ Be radically generous to all people, good and bad.  

Do not turn away the person who wants to borrow...  this is actually a return to the 
issue of the man whose shirt you are not allowed to keep in the night.  Jesus means 
to say, I think: “even if you cannot take anything as a guarantee that you will see your 
money back, be generous.”

Help people with a loan, if they need it and if you can afford it.  Even better, just give 
it.  

God makes his sun go up over good people and bad people, and he makes it rain on 
good people and bad people.  

If we are truly sons and daughters of the heavenly Father, then we should behave as 
our heavenly Father does.  That is, with a radical generosity.  Even if that is at our own 
expense.  

It is this radical generosity Jesus refers to when he tells us that we must be perfect as 
God is perfect.  

To suggest that Jesus teaches here that perfection in the general sense is attainable, 
would be nonsense.  In this same sermon on the mount He teaches us to pray to God, 
“forgive us our trespasses...” Absolute perfection is impossible.  We must ask a lot of 
forgiveness as we are imperfect.  

We must ask forgivness for the many time we desire for revenge.  
The many times we do actually try to hurt others.

Conclusion 

But our lack of perfection and our desire to sometimes hurt others - 
desire for revenge - must not stop us from at least trying to imitate 
our heavenly Father - in his love and generosity for all people.  

Surely we stumble much, but living a life that reflects our Father, 
that is our aim.  That is how we are a light in this world.  That is 
how we do the will of God.  

Jesus point here to God as our role model; He does not speak against the laws of the 
Old Testament; he helps us understand them in the light of who God is.  God is holy, 
so he expects us to strive for that.  

Our Father in heaven is perfect in his abundant, generous love for all people.  And of 
this generosity we ourselves are the first beneficiaries.  We need his love and his for-
givness, and He donates that to us.  

In this light of God’s over-abundant goodness, we try to show grace and love and 
forgiveness to all people we meet.  Even to those who have hurt us.  

+ Amen 

 


