
Noon Bible Study: Matthew 5 (Part 7) 
Matthew 5:38-42 
 
This is addressing retribution, retaliation and justice. There are two extreme ways to deal with such matters. One of those options would 
look like this: if someone pokes you in the eye - you can kill them. After all, they started it, and you should get the last word! The other 
extreme would be if someone pokes you in the eye you do nothing or say nothing, because life is hard and you probably deserved it.   
 
(This section is talking mostly about interpersonal relationships and not rules for authorities and nations.) In the Mosaic Law, Yahweh 
outlined a system of retributive justice that was based on equity rather than one upmanship. This is the principle Jesus is referencing in 
this section. 
 
Leviticus 24:17-22 
 

Exodus 21:23-25 - "But if there is any further injury, then you shall appoint as a penalty life for life, 24 eye for eye, tooth for 
tooth, hand for hand, foot for foot, 25 burn for burn, wound for wound, bruise for bruise. 

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

 
As we have seen throughout this section, Jesus quotes the original Old Testament command and then teaches in light of the commonly 
understood or practiced interpretations.  In this case, Jesus gives three case studies.  These three examples can be best understood in the 
context of his day, in light of the other rabbis and the Roman world. 
 
Matthew 5:39 - But I say to you, do not resist an evil person; but whoever slaps you on your right cheek, turn the other to him also. 
 

If anyone slaps you on the right cheek pictures a backhanded slap given as an insult (a right-handed person would use the back of the 
hand to slap someone on the right cheek). Jesus says turn the other to him also.  Here is what the rabbi’s said: 

 
“One who strikes another must give him a sela. Rabbi Yehuda says in the name of Rabbi Yosei HaGelili that he must give him one 
hundred dinars. If he slapped another on the cheek, he must give him two hundred dinars. If he slapped him on the cheek with the 
back of his hand, which is more degrading than a slap with the palm, he must give him four hundred dinars. If he pulled his ear, or 
pulled out his hair, or spat at him and his spittle reached him, or if he removed the other’s cloak from him, or if he uncovered the 
head of a woman in the marketplace, in all of these cases, he must give the injured party four hundred dinars. This is the principle 
of assessing payment for humiliation caused to another: It is all evaluated in accordance with the honor of the one who was 
humiliated, as the Gemara will explain.” (Mishnah Bava Kamma.8.7) 

 
The idea of this is if you turn your cheek offering another chance to slap, the person would be forced to slap you with their right 
hand palm - which would be the slap given not as an insult to degrade someone but the slap amongst equals. Rather than telling us to 
slap them back and escape the situation, Jesus is saying that by turning the other cheek, you’re making the person treat you as an 
equal which was absolutely what they were trying to avoid! 

 
Matthew 5:40 - "If anyone wants to sue you and take your shirt, let him have your coat also. 
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If someone wants to sue you to take your shirt, that would be a problem because all most common people would have left is their coat 
or tunic. So rather than the tiresome back and forth of legal proceedings and he-said-she-said arguments, don’t just offer your shirt, 
offer your coat as well! 

 
There’s a good chance what Jesus is speaking here would either get a chuckle or gasp from his audience.  If you don’t have a shirt or a 
coat, you’re standing before your opponent naked (or just in your underwear).  In a shame/honor culture you can imagine the original 
person who wanted to sue you for your shirt changing their mind about the whole thing. 

 
Jesus is teaching a new way - don’t just get back, do things in a way that appeals to a higher standard and can even turn things in 
your favor, but in a way that isn’t violent or retaliatory. 

 
Matthew 5:41 "Whoever forces you to go one mile, go with him two. 
 

In NT times Roman soldiers had the authority to press civilians into service to carry loads for them. They were allowed to compel you 
to carry their packs one mile - no matter what you were doing or where you were going.  Jesus says rather than saying no and 
rebelling, don’t just carry it one, carry it two (the phrase “going the extra mile” comes from this reference).  Only a fellow soldier 
or friend would carry someone’s load longer than the legal 1 mile - and so Jesus is again turning things around.  The scenario starts 
with a ruling empire’s representative exerting their authority over a peasant - but the story ends with the peasant elevating 
themselves to a friendship level.  Can you even imagine how the soldier may have responded?  

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

Jesus is likely referencing another Old Testament truth, found in Deuteronomy 
 
Deuteronomy 15:7-11 
 

As his manner is, Jesus speaks to the heart of a person on these matters.  It is so easy to become hardened because of being mistreated. 
That one time your neighbor borrowed your casserole dish and accidentally shattered it on their tile floor tempts us to never let 
anyone borrow something of ours again.   

 
We might be tempted to think that if we give something to someone, they may misuse it or not give it back. Perhaps we will only give to 
people who we know will give to us (more on this in the next section of verses).  Jesus is calling for his disciples to hold tightly to the 
promise of the coming kingdom and loosely to the things of this world.  It is better to have a generous spirit and be mistreated than be 
hard hearted and stingy but have an abundance of things for yourself. 
 
It's easy to make excuses on this topic. It's easy to think of what makes sense or be calculated in our giving. It’s easy to cite examples of 
times we have done something for someone and it might have been appreciated more by someone else. We certainly can all think of the folly 
of giving money to a homeless person only for them to spend the money on alcohol or drugs.  But the reality of all of those situations have 
the tendency to cause us to not listen to Jesus and his direct command.   
 
We want to err on the side of giving and helping.  If a homeless person will take the money you give them for drugs, then make them a meal 
and buy them socks instead.  If someone needs a casserole dish but you’re afraid they might shatter a family heirloom, go to the store and 
buy them a brand new one that they can keep.  Let’s be people who don’t try to win the eye for eye battle but who are committed to radical 
and generous love.  This attitude doesn’t make sense to the world, but it makes great sense to the followers of Jesus - who himself was 
generous and gave much to those who were undeserving. 
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