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Lesson 8: Resisting Revenge    Matthew 5: 38-42 
 
There once was an old pious, but somewhat cranky old lady who was inadvertently 
forgotten to be invited by her neighbors for a picnic. On the morning of the event, they 
suddenly realized they had forgotten her and sent a little boy to ask her to come. “It’s too 
late now,” she snapped, “I’ve already prayed for rain”. 
 
It is against this spirit of revenge that we find Jesus speaking as we continue examining 
his pointed illustrations of true righteousness verses the self-righteous teachings of the 
Scribes and Pharisees. Many turned away from following Jesus because his teaching was 
too controversial for people who suffered daily under the oppression of the Roman 
government. 
 
Matthew 5: 38-42 “You have heard that it was said, “An eye for an eye, and a tooth 

for a tooth.” 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. And if anyone wants to sue you, and take 

your shirt, let him have your coat also. And whoever shall force you to go one mile, go 

with him two. Give to him who asks of you, and do not turn away from him who wants 

to borrow from you.” 

 
This is one of the most commonly misinterpreted passages of Scripture because of the 
tendency for people to use Jesus’ words so suggest that Christians should be pious 
doormats or even that crime should not be punished based on a partial quote “resist not 
evil.”  Within the context of the Sermon On The Mount, we should be reminded that 
Jesus is not changing the Old Testament Law, rather he is emphasizing the spirit of the 
Law that had been lost. In each of these specific illustrations Jesus contrasts his 
teaching with that of the Scribes.  
 
Just Punishment vs. Revenge 
 
The Scribes had again twisted the Mosaic Law that is referenced in Exodus 21;24, 
Leviticus 24:20 and fully contextualized in the following verses: 
 
Deuteronomy 19:17-21 
17 then both men in the controversy shall stand before the Lord, before the priests and 
the judges who serve in those days. 
 
 18 And the judges shall make careful inquiry, and indeed, if the witness is a false 
witness, who has testified falsely against his brother,  
 
19 then you shall do to him as he thought to have done to his brother; so you shall put 
away the evil from among you.  
 
20 And those who remain shall hear and fear, and hereafter they shall not again 
commit such evil among you.  
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21 Your eye shall not pity: life shall be for life, eye for eye, tooth for tooth, hand for 
hand, foot for foot. 
 
Man’s basic sinful nature is seen in his desire to seek revenge. The purpose of the law 
was two-fold. First, it prevented excessive punishment based on personal revenge and 
placed the responsibility for punishment in the judicial system. Second, as mentioned in 
Verse 2o, it was to curtail further crime because, those who remain shall hear and fear, 
and hereafter they shall not again commit such evil among you.  
 
The principle of an “eye for an eye” was an equitable law because it matched the 
punishment to the crime. It was a just law because it restricted men from their tendency 
to seek vengeance beyond what the offense deserved. It was a compassionate law 
because it protected society by restraining wrongful conduct. 
 
The Scribes had twisted this law into meaning that when someone offended you, then 
you were required to take revenge upon them. They committed two errors in this regard. 
First the restriction on revenge was turned into a mandate to retaliate. And second, they 
advocated the matters to be taken into one’s own hands rather than referred to the civil 
authorities. What Jesus teaches is in contrast to this teaching of the Scribes, and it is 
only by keeping that in mind that we will understand his message to us. 
 
Resisting Evil 
Depending on your translation, Jesus says, “resist not him who is evil” or “resist not 
evil.”  There are differing opinions regarding whether Jesus is referring to an evil person 
(some say the devil, others say evil people) or to the principle of evil. We discover the 
answer by examining what Jesus and the Apostles did and taught throughout the rest of 
Scripture. 
 
It is not a reference to the devil, because James 4:7-9 and 1 Peter 5:9 specifically tell us 
to “resist the devil.” Neither is it the general principle of evil because we find Jesus and 
the Apostles resisted evil with every means and resource. When the Temple was 
profaned by the merchants and moneychangers, Jesus drove the evildoers out with a 
whip. When evil occurred in the New Testament church, it was severely resisted by the 
Apostle Paul and others.   
 
What about society as a whole? Civil governments are specifically said to be the 
ministers of God in resisting evil.  1 Peter 2:13-14, “Submit yourselves for the Lord’s sake 
to every human institution, whether to a king as the one in authority, or to governors as sent 
by him for the punishment of evildoers and the praise of those who do right.”  
 
In light of these verses, it is obvious that individuals, the church and civil governments 
are to resist evil; therefore, Jesus is teaching that the evil we are not to resist is the 
personal evil inflicted upon us by the ungodly. He provides four specific illustrations to 
demonstrate what he means by that: 
 
 
 

https://biblia.com/bible/esv/James%204.7-9
https://biblia.com/bible/esv/1%20Pet%205.9
https://biblia.com/bible/esv/1%20Pet%202.13-14
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Attacks on Personal Honor 
The first evil committed against us are attacks on our personal honor, “but whoever slaps 
you on the right cheek, turn to him the other also.”  If the evil intent was to do physical 
harm, then you would be hit with a fist, not a slap. Among the Jews, and even in 
contemporary society, a slap to the face is a sign of extreme disrespect that humiliates 
and demeans your honor.  At the time of Christ, to be slapped was considered a terrible 
indignity and even slaves would have rather been beaten with a whip than slapped in the 
face. 
 
Jesus’ instruction to us is that if you want to demonstrate the righteousness that is from 
the heart, then even when you are personally insulted, maligned and treated with 
contempt, you will “turn the other cheek”, which symbolizes the humble and gentle spirit 
that is in your heart. This is a demonstration of true meekness.  
 
While Jesus strongly resisted evil that was directed at others, he never sought vengeance 
when evil was directed at him personally. Before he went to the cross, he was treated 
with great contempt by those in the court and later by the soldiers. They mocked him, 
beat him, spit upon him, pulled his beard, and yet he uttered not a word against them. 
Instead, his heartfelt response was, “Father, forgive them, they know not what they do.” 
 
This is the same example Peter spoke of in 1 Peter 2:20-23, “while being reviled, He did 
not revile in return; while suffering, He uttered no threats, but kept entrusting Himself to Him 
who judges righteously.” 
 
Therefore, when someone attacks our dignity, we are to be like Christ and not defend 
that honor by retaliation. Rather we are to place ourselves in God’s hand remembering 
who we are because of him and his love for us. 
 
Attacks on Personal Property 
In the second illustration Jesus addresses issues regarding the protection of personal 
property which was afforded by the law. Jesus says, “And if anyone wants to sue you, and 
take your shirt, let him have your coat also.”  
 

❖ The shirt was the inner garment and the coat the outer garment. If someone had 
a claim against you and wanted to sue you, the court could require the debt to be 
paid off with your clothing if you had no other resources. However, in Exodus 
22:25-26 the Mosaic law provided that outer cloak could be taken as a pledge,  
but had to be returned by evening because for the poor man it was “his only 
covering.” The court could require you to give up your inner garment, but it could 
not require you to give up your outer garment. 
 

In this example Jesus tells us that a person who is truly righteous of heart is dependent 
upon God, so that he would willingly give up that which the court would otherwise 
protect in order to not cause offense with an adversary.  
 
 
 

https://biblia.com/bible/esv/1%20Pet%202.20-23
https://biblia.com/bible/esv/Exod%2022.25-26
https://biblia.com/bible/esv/Exod%2022.25-26
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Even if you feel the claims are unjust, Jesus tells us that if you are taken to court and 
lose the case, then demonstrate your righteousness by not showing anger and seeking 
revenge. Instead, offer to settle the dispute even with that which is not required. It is 
better to be defrauded than to be resentful and spiteful.  
 
Attacks on Personal Freedom 
Jesus’ third illustration involves attacks on our personal liberty. “And whoever shall force 
you to go one mile, go with him two.” 
 

❖ As Americans we can go where we want when we want and do what we want with 
who we want. Imagine working in your yard, or going about your daily business, 
or even just walking along the street when a solider grabs you, thrusts a heavy 
pack in your arms and says, “carry it.” You then had to leave whatever you were 
doing and carry that pack for a mile. Imagine how even more resentful you would 
feel if that soldier were from an occupying army – your enemy. That is precisely 
what happened to civilians in the territories Rome occupied. An example of this is 
Luke 23 when Simon of Cyrene was forced to carry the cross of Jesus. 
 

Jesus says that a person who is truly righteous will not seek revenge or even complain 
along the way. Instead, they will carry even a despised burden willingly and with grace. 
Forced to go one mile, we will go two. And remember that really means four because for 
every mile out it is a mile back. When we are robbed even of our cherished liberty, it is 
better to surrender even more of it than to retaliate. 
 
Attacks on Personal Possessions 
The last example our Lord gives is of personal possessions. “Give to him who asks of you, 
and do not turn away from him who wants to borrow from you.” 
 
Jesus is not telling us to lay aside our common sense and become easy marks for those 
that do not want to work. Scripture is clear that “those that do not work, neither let them 
eat” (2 Thessalonians 3:10). Rather he is confronting our tendency towards 
materialism and selfishness; therefore, when someone comes to us with a need, and we 
have resources to meet that need, we should willingly provide whatever we can. 
 
 In fact, 1 John 3:17 suggests that they should not even have to ask, “whoever has the 
world’s goods, and beholds his brother in need and closes his heart against him, how does the 
love of God abide in him?”  
 
The question is simply what is more important to us, the things we own or serving God? 
It is in that light that we are stewards of what God has given us. Jesus does not intend 
for us to subsidize people who refuse to take responsibility for their situation but to 
assess the real needs a person has and give as the Spirit leads us.  
 
 
 
 
 

https://biblia.com/bible/esv/2%20Thess%203.10
https://biblia.com/bible/esv/1%20John%203.17
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Life Application: 
When someone asks for money, you should ask if they would accept the actual item 
instead of cash.  At gas stations I have had people ask for gas money but when I tell 
them to bring their car so that I can fill up the tank, they then leave to ask someone else.   
 
We are not obligated to reinforce ungodly habits by continually removing the 
consequences of what a person does. Keep in mind the real need is Jesus Christ. Make 
sure they know any help you give is because of your love for God. If they do not know 
him, they need him, and if they do know him, they need to thank Him. 
 
Most importantly, we must never allow our love for personal possessions rob us of the 
opportunity to serve God or the fact that we have been burned by someone in the past 
keep us from helping others. Give what you have and let those you give to know that 
they are responsible to God for what he has provided through you. 
 
Summary: 

❖ Many years ago, there was a comedy radio series called the "Amos and Andy 

Show." In one of their routines Andy was particularly exasperated over a 

certain fellow on the street who, as Andy walked by him on his way to work 

each morning, would slap Andy on the chest and say hello. It really irritated 

Andy. Andy complained to Amos about the situation and told him that he had 

resolved to do something about it. He said that on the next morning he would 

strap some dynamite to his chest and when the annoying fellow slapped it, he 

would blow his hand off. It is easy to see that Andy's plan for revenge would 

cost him as much or more than his enemy. Revenge often does!  

 
The Apostle Paul summarizes what Jesus’ teaches us here in Romans 12:17-21: 
“Never pay back evil for evil to anyone. respect what is right in the sight of all men. If possible, 

so far as it depends on you, be at peace with all men. 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. 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. Do not be overcome by evil , but overcome 

evil with good.” 

 
In the Bible coals of fire are also symbolic of purifying and purging from sin; therefore, 
the image of heaping coals of fire on someone’s head as a result of being kind to them 
suggests that a sense of burning shame will make them feel uncomfortable. The shame 
will lead them to repentance, which will lead to prayers of confession and ultimately 
God will be glorified because of your courage to overcome evil with good. 
 
Patience, forbearance and forgiveness have little meaning to many today. Our old 
nature, called the carnal nature, causes us to do things that will harm us all the while 
seeming to set things right. Christians are susceptible to losing our testimony when we 
fall beneath the standards Jesus has established.  

https://biblia.com/bible/esv/Rom%2012.17-21

