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Epiphany 7 - Matthew 5: 38-48 
 
 
In the name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Spirit. Amen. 
 

When Jesus took up the issue of the Law with people in front of him listening to his 

“Sermon on the Mount” like a new Moses, he says things that probably made people 
gasp and their eyes water. He doesn’t shrink from employing graphic and sometimes 
shocking imagery, from landing people in hell for words of abuse to plucking out eyes 
and cutting off hands. I’m sure that got their attention. 
 
There is however a constant theme that runs through all this. If God’s Law matters, 
God’s law must be interpreted in line with love and compassion because that’s what 
God is like.  
 
We need to take great care always in interpreting the Bible, and especially here. 
Getting it wrong can have terrible consequences for vulnerable people. Making Bibles 
available to people without accompanying means of understanding and interpreting is 
a very mixed blessing indeed. Take the idea of not resisting evil-doers.  
 
His words today are not addressing the situation where we observe violence being 
done to someone else. Every parent knows that society needs, indeed we ourselves 
need to restrain violent behaviour. Care for the vulnerable dictates that one must 
protect them from abuse and exploitation. A decent justice system seeks to care for 
and respect all citizens. That will sometimes require force and restraint. It never 
requires hate let alone killing, so there’s no place for capital punishment or 
punishment for its own sake as communal revenge.  
 
A literalistic treatment of Jesus’ words here about retaliation has left people 
sometimes defenceless and abandoned. It is surely wrong to have these words used to 
make people feel that they ought to put up with domestic violence and other forms of 
abuse, for instance. The context of these sayings is the issue of retaliation, engaging in 
return-hate and return-violence. 
 
The “an eye for an eye” principle, found in the Old Testament Law (Exodus 21:22-25) 
and referenced here by Jesus, epitomizes for some people what they think is wrong 
with the Old Testament. They see it as angry, bloody, and vindictive, and they 
contrast it with the prevailing forgiveness that they associate with the New 
Testament. In truth, however, the “eye for an eye” rule was precisely the opposite of 
what so many folks assume. It was designed to restrain vengeance to a kind of 
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equivalence, and stop the spiral of violence, not institutionalise it (see Babylonian 
Codex Hammurabi 2250 bc The Lex Talionis). 
 
Even that law, however, has its limitations, because revenge invariably gets out of 
control. The desire to “get even” is seldom actually about making things “even.” 
Rather, revenge tries to get more than even. The old saying about vengeance being a 
dish best eaten cold is saying that in the heat of revenge it is probable that anger and 
hatred will lead to excess and so fuel further violent vendettas. Jesus is trying to break 
that spiral of violence. Don’t resist one who is evil probably means something like, 
don’t turn into the very thing you hate. Don’t become what you oppose. In the 
interpretation that follows I am very much indebted to the work of the late Walter 
Wink, a biblical scholar who advocated non-violent resistance and enabled 
communities to take it up as well, for example in South Africa under the Apartheid 
regime. 
 
Jesus gives three examples of what He means by not returning evil for evil. The first of 
these is: ‘If anyone strikes you on the right cheek, turn the other also.’ Imagine if I 
were your assailant and I were to strike a blow with my right fist at your face, which 
cheek would it land on? It would be the left. It is the wrong cheek in terms of the text 
we are looking at. Jesus says, ‘If anyone strikes you on the right cheek...’ I could hit 
you on the right cheek if I used a left hook, but that would be impossible in Semitic 
society because the left hand was used only for unclean tasks. You couldn’t even 
gesture with your left hand in public. The only way I could hit you on the right cheek 
would be with the back of the hand. 
 
Now the back of the hand is not a blow intended to injure. It is a symbolic blow. It is 
intended to put you back where you belong. It is a blow of contempt, always from a 
position of power or superiority. The back of the hand was given by a master to a slave 
or by a husband to a wife or by a parent to a child or a Roman to a Jew in that period. 
What Jesus is saying is, in effect, ‘When someone tries to humiliate you and put you 
down, put you or keep you in a social location which is inferior to that person, turn 
your other cheek.’ 
 
Now in the process of turning in that direction, if you turned your head to the right, I 
could no longer backhand you. Your nose is now in the way. Furthermore, you can’t 
backhand someone twice. It’s like telling a joke a second time. If it doesn’t work the 
first time, it has failed. By turning the other cheek, you are defiantly saying to the 
master, ‘I refuse to be humiliated by you any longer. I am a human being just like you. 
I am a child of God. You can’t put me down even if you have me killed.’ This is clearly 
no way to avoid trouble. The master might have you flogged within an inch of your 
life, but he will never be able to assert that you have no dignity. 
  
The second instance Jesus gives is: ‘If anyone takes you to court and sues you for your 
outer garment, give your undergarment as well.’ The situation here is dealing with 
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collateral for a loan. If a person was trying to get a loan, normally they would use 
animals or land as collateral for the loan but the very poorest of the poor, according to 
Deuteronomy 24:10-13, could hock their outer garment. It was the long robe that they 
used to sleep in at night and used as an overcoat by day. The creditor had to return 
this garment every night but could come get it every morning and thus harass the 
debtor and hopefully get him to repay. 
 
Jesus’ audience is made up of debtors—‘If anyone takes you to court...’.  He is talking 
to the very people who know they are going to be dragged into court for indebtedness 
and they know also that the law is on the side of the wealthy. They are never going to 
win a case. So Jesus says to them, ‘Okay, you are not going to win the case. So take the 
law and use the weight of the law to throw it into a point of absurdity. When your 
creditor sues you for your outer garment, give your undergarment as well.’ 
 
They didn’t have underwear in those days. That meant taking off the only stitch of 
clothing you had left on you and standing nude, naked, in court. Nakedness was not 
only taboo in Israel, the shame of nakedness fell not on the person who was naked, 
but on the person who observed their nakedness. The creditor is being put in the 
position of being shamed by the nakedness of the debtor. Imagine the debtor leaving 
the courtroom, walking out in the street and all of his friends coming and seeing him 
in naked and saying, ‘What happened to you?’ He says, ‘That creditor has got all my 
clothes,’ and starts walking down to his house. People are coming out of bazaars and 
alleys, ‘What happened? What happened?’ Everyone is talking about it and chattering 
and falling in behind him as he goes home. It is going to be some time in that village 
before any creditor takes anybody else to court. Imagine Jesus audience laughing their 
heads off but also learning something. Many of them were all too ready to take up 
armed resistance to the Romans and their Judean collaborators. Jesus was the focal 
point of their hopes for leadership, so his advocacy of non-violent resistance to 
Empire in the Name of the reign of God was very important.  
 
Jesus’ third example is: ‘If one of the occupation troops forces you to carry his pack 
one mile, carry it two.’ Now these packs weighed 30 to 40 kg, not counting weapons. 
These soldiers had to move quickly to get to the borders where trouble had broken 
out. The military law made it permissible for a soldier to grab a civilian and force the 
civilian to carry the pack, but only one mile. There were mile markers on every 
Roman road. If—and this is the part we have left out—the civilian were forced to 
carry the pack more than one mile, the soldier was in infraction of military code, and 
military code was always more strictly enforced than civilian. So Jesus is saying, ‘All 
right. The next time the soldier forces you to carry his pack, cooperate. Carry it and 
then when you come to the mile marker, keep going.’ 
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Now that would be entirely unexpected as usually people would curse and grumble as 
they carried the load the required mile. Here however the soldier will be nonplussed 
because he will be liable to military punishment for exceeding what he may 
legitimately ask of a bystander. Jesus is teaching these people how to take the 
initiative away from their oppressors and within the situation of that old order, find a 
new way of being. In other words in the face of Empire, whether Roman or Judean, 
here’s how to resist but non-violently, and moreover ways of doing it creatively and 
even amusingly.  
 
It is interesting that Gandhi said, ‘Everyone in the world knows that Jesus and His 
teaching is non-violent, except Christians.’ What Jesus is articulating here is a way of 
living in the world without violence, a way of overcoming domination in all of its 
forms by using a way that will not create new forms of violence.  
 
Martin Luther King was inspired in this way. I think a local example would be the 
Aboriginal Tent Embassy in Canberra, right there in the face of the white fella’s 
edifices, saying we were here first, and you can’t take away our dignity or our history. 
In the past, we have thought we had only two choices, either resist evil or submit 
totally to evil. Jesus seemed to be saying, ‘Don’t resist evil,’ and, therefore, non-
resistance seemed to be the only alternative. Be submissive, surrender, flee, give up. It 
seems as if Jesus were asking us to be a doormat for God, to give up all concern for our 
own justice as well as the justice of others. Some have advocated in the face of these 
texts and of others in the New Testament about women submitting to men, that they 
should put up with domestic violence. Not so! Never!  
 
Jesus is not calling on people to be non-resistant. He is calling on them to be non-
violent. He is calling on them to resist, yes, but to resist in a way that is not injurious 
or harmful to the other person. 
 
Finally, there is the text here in this Gospel which many people have taken on board 
and have become burdened with guilt as a result. ‘You shall be perfect.’ When taken 
to be advocating sinless moral perfection, of heroic Godlike dimensions the text can 
seem to be putting all of us in an impossible position. I’m sure we have come across 
people who have been brought up in perfectionistic households where either you are 
perfect of you are no good at all in any respect. That is very damaging. I see here no 
call to be perfect as in never doing anything wrong. None of us can do it. I’m 
reminded of the old evil days of doing copybooks at school and starting a new page 
only to blot the first few lines and then tear out the page and start again. There are 
not that many pages in the copybook of life! 
  
That interpretation is a recipe for guilt or abandoning the attempt. A better way to 
understand it is to see the Greek word for “perfect” as referring also to completion and 
growing to adulthood. There is a sense of growth and development through life into 
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maturity and in this case the maturity of love, never necessarily getting there but 
growing nevertheless. 
  
If it is to become a love like God’s love, then it will be one which knows no bounds as 
Gods love knows no bounds. 
 
Amen. 
 
Rev. John Noble 
St Paul’s Cathedral Bendigo 
23rd February 2014 
 


