
 
  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

“You have heard that it was said to those of ancient times, ‘You shall not 

murder’; and ‘whoever murders shall be liable to judgment.’ But I say to you that 

if you are angry with a brother or sister, you will be liable to judgment; and if you 

insult a brother or sister, you will be liable to the council; and if you say, ‘You 

fool,’ you will be liable to the hell of fire.  

  

“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 an evildoer. But if anyone strikes you on the right 

cheek, turn the other also...” (Matthew 5:21-22, 38-39) 

 

 
 
If you visit Radio City Music Hall in New York, you’ll see a series of paintings on a large wall. 

The first panel shows Primitive Man with his bare hands painfully trying to win a livelihood 

from an unfriendly environment. The second shows a human being a bit further down the road, 

having learned to make Crude Tools to till the soil and develop creature comforts. In the third 

panel humans have become the Master of the Machine, living in a thriving civilization, which 

you and I enjoy today. The final picture features Jesus of Nazareth on the side of a hill. Great 

crowds of men, women and children, people of all nations and creeds and colors, with hope and 

expectation on their faces all pressing up to him. Beneath the pictures are these words: 

“Humankind’s ultimate destiny depends not on whether he can learn new lessons or make new 

discoveries, but on his acceptance of the lessons taught him more than 2000 years ago.” 

  

We find one of those ancient lessons in Matthew 5 here in the teachings of Jesus. Jesus sets his 

teaching in direct opposition to teachings found in the old Covenant. So much of the Old 

Testament Law, as we know, is basically external. They are the “Thou Shalt Nots.” But what 

Jesus teaches here in the Sermon on the Mount is internal. Jesus said, “You are going to be 

judged by what is inside of you; not by what you do, but by what you are thinking and harboring 

within you. If you’re even angry you’re going to be judged.”   

 

When Jesus said, “It has been said ‘An eye for an eye and a tooth for a tooth’...” he was referring 

to the old law of Moses. We see it spelled out in the book of Exodus, in Leviticus and in 

Deuteronomy: “an eye for an eye and a tooth for a tooth.” And many people have spoken of this 
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Old Testament Law as an example of the Old Covenant bitterness, the Old Covenant of 

bloodshed and hardness. But that’s not really the case.   

  

The old law of “an eye for an eye and a tooth for a tooth” was actually a merciful law. It was a 

law which cut across all the ideas of blood revenge. In days of old, if an individual took offense 

at you, he could rally up his whole tribe to rise up against you. If you happened to accidentally 

kill one of a person’s flock, it would be no surprise if that person, in revenge, would come with a 

lynching squad for you. Before the “Old Law,” revenge knew no limits.  

  

Let me put it this way. This is saying that if Mick McClelland or Russ Ives or Zeno Windley just 

happened to accidentally run into my car on the way out of the parking lot, that I am not justified 

in getting all my people together and tossing their cars into the Quarton Lake and then burning 

down their homes. No, but I am entitled to seek  

appropriate compensation for that dent. “Limited retribution” was a necessary and good 

evolution of human morality. It was a constructive and positive act, because it limited pay-backs.  

  

This law of “an eye for an eye and a tooth for a tooth” was an attempt to limit revenge.  “It has 

been said ‘an eye for an eye and a tooth for a tooth.” That’s the old law, the old principle found 

in the Old Testament. But Jesus negates it. “It has been said...but I say to you do not resist an evil 

person. If someone strikes you on the right cheek, turn to them the other also.”  

  

So Jesus is saying something to you and me personally. “Do not return evil for evil.” Our 

righteousness, Jesus says, must exceed that of the scribes and Pharisees. If the Commandments 

try to tell us not to do evil to other human beings, Jesus takes it much further. He tells us we are 

not to intend evil toward others, not to even think it.   

  

You see, some of us could perhaps stand up and say, “Say, I pretty well keep the 10 

Commandments. I never murdered anybody, I never committed adultery, I don’t bear false 

witness,” and all of these negatives. We could stand up and say, “I’m doing all right.” But Jesus 

comes and says, “You can have all these ‘shalt nots’ in your life and still be a long way from 

God. Because,” he says, “if you have hatred in your heart against your brother or sister, you’ll be 

liable for judgment.” And the word for brother, here, isn’t a family brother or even a spiritual 

brother. It refers to humanity, anybody. What is being said is, “If you are angry at anybody for 

any reason, in God’s sight you are a murderer.”  If it’s in your heart. Because if you’re harboring 

evil in your heart, it’s like you think you can play with fire and not get burned.  

 

Jesus tells us that we are to turn the other cheek. When someone strikes you on the right cheek, 

turn the other cheek to them as well. This is the principle Jesus taught. Now, I want you to see 

something about this. Most people here are right-handed. My wife is left-handed, and if Laurie 

ever hit someone on the right cheek, she’d be slapping them.  

  

Yet most people are right-handed. So we assume here Jesus saying, “If a right handed person is 

facing another individual and strikes that individual on that person’s right cheek,” how would 

you do it? Unless you go through some strange contortion, when a right-handed person slaps 

another person on the right cheek, it’s a backhand. That’s what Jesus is talking about here; when 

someone backhands you. And in Rabbinic law, to “backhand” someone is a double shame on 
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that individual, it means he was twice slapped. If someone backhands you and shames you twice, 

you are to turn the other cheek to them and let them get a shot on the other side. 

  

What one thing epitomized early Christianity, the most authentic Christianity? It was turning the 

other cheek. It was refusing to return evil for evil. So the early Christians refused to fight. They 

refused to serve in armed forces.  

  

When Peter cut off a guard’s ear in the garden of Gethsemane, Jesus healed the guard. He told 

Peter to put away the sword, for “those who live by the sword will die by the sword.”  His 

instruction was not to retaliate but to turn the other cheek.  

  

We may not be comfortable with this, we may not like this – it’s a hard, radical teaching – but 

there it is. We cannot simply ignore it because it offends us. We cannot ignore the instruction of 

the One who, while dying without guilt on the cross, declared, “Father forgive them, for they 

know not what they do.”  

  

If we refuse to follow Jesus in this, what makes us think we know what we’re doing? It’s a hard 

teaching, a radical teaching to our ears. We  can barely comprehend it, but we cannot pretend it’s 

not the way of Christ.  

  

Jesus modeled this all the time. His enemies said, “He’s a wine bibbler,” and they were calling 

him a wino, a drunkard. That’s what it means. They said he associates with outcasts, he 

associates with tax collectors, with harlots. That’s what they accused Jesus of. But he never 

defended himself. I challenge you to find one place in the Gospels where Jesus tried to defend 

himself against what people said against him. All of these accusations, all of these slurs, Jesus 

just kept his eyes on the Father. So Jesus is saying to you and me we are not to resist, we are not 

to strike out, we’re not supposed to get all “morally righteous.” We are not to defend ourselves 

verbally, we are turn the other cheek. We are to love when others hate, and thus break the cycle 

of hatred and violence.  

  

The root idea is a spiritual one: we do not blot out evil by doing something evil in return.  You 

hurt me, I hurt you, so you hurt me more, and I hurt you even more, until we’re at war with one 

another. We don’t wipe out evil with more evil. The only way to eradicate evil is to break the 

cycle. We do that by loving those who hate us, by returning evil with love, and by turning the 

other cheek.  

  

First, do no evil. Second, Don’t even harbor evil in your heart – tear it out by the roots.  Third, 

transform the evil others do you into forgiveness and love. It is a conscious choice about how 

you will live. It’s a choice that comes from understanding the spiritual nature of the decision 

before you. As those paintings on the Radio City wall indicate, it’s the highest level of human 

evolution. For unless your righteousness exceeds that of those legal-rascals, the Pharisees, you 

shall not enter the Kingdom of God. And, friends, this is good news. Great news. It means that 

by the grace of God we have the power to change the world one person, one decision, at a time.  

  

Many of you know the story of Corrie Ten Boom. She was liberated from a German 

concentration camp a few days after the Allies conquered Germany. Corrie and her family had 
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been imprisoned for hiding Jews in their home, and in the concentration camp she had been 

brutally beaten and abused. After the war, Corrie felt that she discovered the only power that 

would heal the wounded people of Europe: the grace of forgiveness. She went about preaching 

forgiveness in Holland and France and in Germany, too.  

 

One Sunday she preached in Munich to a crowd of people who were eager to be forgiven.  After 

the service was over, a man walked up to Corrie and extended his hand. “Ja, Fraulein Ten 

Boom,” he said. “I am so glad that Jesus forgives all our sin, just as you say.  Will you forgive 

me?” Corrie recognized the man: he was one of the guards who had mistreated her so terribly. 

Corrie remembered.  

  

And as the man reached out his hand, her own hand froze at her side. Corrie was stunned by her 

own response. What could she do, she who had thought she had overcome the hurt inside her. 

She, who had gone around preaching about forgiveness to others. What should she do? What 

would you have done? She prayed, “Jesus, I can’t forgive this man. Forgive me.”  

  

At once, in a wonderful way that she was not prepared for, she felt forgiven. And at that moment, 

her hand went up, took the hand of her enemy, and released him. In her heart, God’s grace freed 

him from his terrible past. In her heart, grace freed Corrie from her past as well.   

  

That forgiveness, of God turning the other cheek to us, is offered to you this day at the Table of 

our Lord. As you come to receive this sacrament of Christ, pray for the wisdom and the strength 

not to condemn but to forgive, and to offer that radical forgiveness to your world.  

 

  

May we pray? O God who is our strength, give us strength to follow the path to Life which you 

have given us: forgiving others as You have forgiven us; loving others as you have loved us; 

returning goodness when evil is done us. Remind us how when Jesus was dying on the Cross, he 

forgave those who nailed him there. As we accept your invitation to your Table, let us, also, 

count the cost of discipleship and let us count it all joy. For yours is the path of life, through 

Christ Jesus our Lord. Amen. 

 


