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Matt 5:38-42 – Revenge and Lex Talionis (Law of Retaliation) 
 

Introduction 

1. We all like it when the bad guy gets what is coming to him 

2. Where do feelings of vengeance and “setting things right” in our 

hearts come from? 

3. Shame cultures and Rights cultures deal with the same thing – 

defending honor, rights, dignity, possessions 

a. When they are infringed upon, we feel the need to retaliate 

b. Jesus says follow me and give up personal vendettas 

4. Revenge, vengeance, retribution, payback are part of the sinful 

human nature – they need to “feel” what I am feeling 

5. Jesus deals with the vengeful heart – a citizen in God’s Kingdom 

puts vengeance aside and leaves the matter to God 

 

Key Concept: Revenge comes from a carnal heart that believes God is 

not sovereign, just, or able to take care of injustices. Christians are 

those who recognize vengeance belongs to God and He will repay. 

Believers value the Kingdom of God higher than their personal rights, 

dignity, and possessions.  

 

The Law of Moses Concerning The Lex Talionis (v 38) 

1. Jesus tells us revenge should never be in the heart 

2. Law of Retaliation is mentioned in Three Old Testament Texts 

a. Exodus 21:22-25 – Two men fighting hit a pregnant woman: 

the courts decided the equitable punishment 

b. Deuteronomy 19:15-21 – Those who witness a crime, and 

those who bear false witness: the courts would determine the 

fair punishment 

c. Leviticus 24:17-22 – an animal that maims or kills: the courts 

established what was an impartial punishment 

3. The Law of Retaliation kept punishment equitable: The 

punishment fit the crime, unlike the laws of surrounding nations 

that benefitted the rich and powerful (a caste system) 

4. The Law of Retaliation restrained vengeance & vigilante justice 

5. Law of Retaliation gave the governing authority a way to meet 

equitable judgments on both the perpetrator and the victim 

 

Rabbinical Tradition’s Misinterpretation of God’s Law 

1. The Law of Retaliation was used as a way to take personal 
vengeance – it was moved from the nation’s courts to personal 

relationships 

2. This Law under the Rabbinical tradition permitted revenge 

3. An equitable legal system is needed to be fair and just 

4. The Rabbinical tradition made the law self-serving & self-centered 

5. A vengeful heart never delivers justice in an equitable way 

 

Jesus’ Teaching On Lex Talionis (Law Of Retaliation)  (vv 39-42) 

1. Everyone senses injustice when their personal dignity, pride, 

possessions, and honor are threatened 

2. Do not resist the evil 

a. Any evil? All evil? What about resisting someone breaking 

into your home? Nazis? Someone abusing children? 

b. We cannot absolutize Jesus’ statement 

c. We are to abhor evil (Romans 12:9) & resist in the evil day 

(Ephesians 6) 

d. Jesus is NOT: 

i. Criticizing disputes that arise or advocating untopia 

ii. Promoting the abandonment of the courts, or legitimate 

rule of law 

e. Romans 12-13 – Put aside vengeance and leave room for 

God’s wrath – the government bears the sword for a reason 

f. Self-defense is warranted in Scripture (Paul on his missionary 

journeys, Paul resists Peter to his face, Jesus was struck in the 

face and criticized it) 

i. We are not called to roll over and be a doormat 

3. Four Examples Jesus Gives on what it means to resist the evil: 
a. Turn the other cheek – to be backhanded is to be dishonored: 

show your enemy that you value the Kingdom of God higher 

than personal honor or dignity 
b. Sue for your tunic – suing for damages and taking you for all 

your worth (See Deut 24:10-13): live in such a way to 

demonstrate the value of the Kingdom is more than things 
c. Go the extra mile – Jesus addresses self-respect/pride: love 

your enemy in such a way that you are willing set aside 

personal and national pride and be disgraced by him because 

the Kingdom of God is your true home 

d. Give to the beggar and borrower – Jesus addresses the one 

who will not pay you back (See Psalm 37): live in such a way 

that you show that you do not serve money, but your treasure 

is in heaven – that is where you store your riches 

 

Conclusion and Application 

1. We feel injustice because we are created in the image of a just and 

Holy God – He is sovereign, just, and able to right all wrongs done 

to us  
a. We are all called to be like the Lord except in the way of 

vengeance (Romans 12:19) – God will have His Day! 

i. Payday Someday! Justice is carried out on the Cross if the 

perpetrator repents, or in Hell if he does not 

ii. What about you? Have you repented of the injustices you 

have committed toward others and trusted in Christ the 

Lord for the forgiveness of ALL sins? 

 


