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Introduction: Revenge-onef thoseguilty pleasures.We all know it is wrong, but
thereis somethingdeeply satisfying aboutwatching revengemovies, or movies
wherethe badguy getsit in theend. Whatis it aboutrevengethatis appealingand
asChristianshow shouldwe handlerevenge?

Defining Revenge

In the Sermonon the Mount, we seehow Jesuss encouragingHis disciples,to
look deeplyinto the heartof the Law in orderto faithfully andfruitfully live it out.
In this text, we seethe essencef Christianethics,conductandlife. Jesuscites
hereoneof the oldestlawsin theworld, thatof Lex Talionis. In commonterms,it
Is the law of tit for tat. Barclaytells usthatthis law is soancientthatit appearsn
the Codeof Hammurabi,circa 2285B.C. to 2242 B.C. The principle of this an
cientlaw is thatif someoneanflicted aninjury on anotherpersonthe offenderthen
hadan equivalentinjury inflicted on them,andthusan eyefor an eye,a tooth for
tooth. This ancientlaw later becamencorporatedas part of the Old Testament.
We seethis for examplein Exodus21:23-5,whereMosessays,(But if ther is se
rious injury, you are to takelife for life, eyefor eye,toothfor tooth,handfor hand,
foot for foot, burn for burn, woundfor wound,bruisefor bruiseOlt is importantto
realizethatthis law wasintendedto guidejudgesin alegalmatterto determinethe
properpenalty not to guide peoplein their interpersonaltelationships. This law
wasalsoneverliterally carriedout by the Jews. Instead,it definedfinancial pay
mentsto providerestitution.

Limiting Revenge

Jesusremindsthem of what the law originally intended. The law was meantto
define and limit revenge. In the ancientdays, vendettasand blood feuds were
common. If amanfrom onetribe hurta manfrom anothertribe, the offendedtribe
would seekrevengeagainstthe whole othertribe, andwould murderthem(kind of
like the Hatfieldsand McCoys). This law thenlimits vengeance.Stott saysthat
Jesuswas not contradictingthe practice of retribution, which was essentialto
maintainingpublic order but ratherwas forbidding revengeor redressin private
relationships. Jesustells us not to resistan evil person,to not retaliateagainst
them,andto notreturnevil for evil. Bonhoefer tells usto notaddfuel to thefire,
for evil cannotbreedwhere graceabounds. Jesusis telling us not to make our
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rights the basisfor our relationshipwith others. The crossof Christis the ultimate
victory of love over evil, andas peopleof the cross,we musthumbly love rather
thanhate.Jesugells usthatwe areto not seekrevengeredressyengeanceor re-
taliation. Insteadwe arecalledto overcomeevil with goodwith love.

Radical Love

First, Jesugells us to turn the other cheek. What a powerful phrase. If a right
handedman standsin front of you and strikesyou on your right cheek,it would
take amazingphysical contortionsto not strike you with the back of his hand.
Jewishrabbiniclaw saidthat hitting someoneelsewith the backof your handwas
twice asinsulting ashitting themwith theflat of your hand. Jesughenis telling us
that evenif someondnsultsyou in the mosthumiliating way, don®retaliateand
don®resentt. Life will bring usinsults,bothlargeandsmall. We mustnot takeit
personallyandinsteadwe musthaveour identity rootedin the love of God. We
mustbe like Jesus. Jesuswvasfrequentlyinsultedand attacked called namesand
evenphysicallyattackedon the way to the cross. JustasJesudheld His peaceso
mustwe. As Bonhoefer says,we areto join in visible participationin His cross.
Or asSpugeononcesaid,we areto bethe anvil justasbadmenarethe hammers.
We cannotstrike back,we mustlet Godfight for us.

Jesustells us if someonesuesus and takesour tunic, we shouldgive them our
cloaktoo. A tunic wasa long sack-linedinner garmentmadeof cottonor linen.
Evena poor manwould havemorethanonetunic. The cloak wasa blanket-like
outergarmentusedasa robeby day andblanketby night. Eachmanwould have
only onesuchcloak. Jewishlaw allowedfor the taking of a man&cloak for a day
asapledgeof paymentbutit hadto bereturnedby thatnight. Jesuss sayingthat
we are to neverstandon our own rights. We areto think of thingsin termsof
serving,ratherthanrights. Wheresinsof othersabound,our gracemustabound
evenmorestrongly

Jesugells usthatif someondorcesusto walk amile, we areto go onemile more.
We mustrememberthat Israelwas an occupiedcountry and so the Romanshad
theright to force Israelitesto carrythingsfor amile. Suchanactwasvery humili-

atingto the Israelites. The word herefor forceis aggareusfrom the Persiarword
for courier The ancientPersianshad an elaboratepostal system,with roadsdi-
videdinto stageghatlastedaday Eachstagewasto havefood, waterandanimals
availableand if they did not, any private personcould be forced to give food,
lodging, horsesor evencarry messages.This word thencameto meanbeingim-

pressedandforcedinto the serviceof anoccupyingpower \We seean exampleof
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thiswhenSimonof Cyrenewascompelledto carrythe crossof Christ. Insteadof
enjoyingour liberty to do aswe please Jesuscalls us to serveothers,morethan
they demandor expect,with joy andgratitude. Insteadof doing the minimum be-
grudgingly we areto servewith a smile and a determinationto exceedexpecta
tions. We all havebeenaroundpeoplewho areinefficient, angry unhappyor un-
gracious. As believers,we arenot to be like this. Jesuscalls usto serveandto
help,regardles®f whetherwe areaskednicely.

Jesusalsotells usto Qyiveto the onewho asksyou,anddo not turn awayfromthe
onewhowantsto borrow fromyouO We areto live a lifestyle of gracea lifestyle
in direct contrastto a life of sin. Love is the fulfilment of the Law, andlove is
shownin graciouscareto others.

As Rev Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. said, hatemultiplies hateEleadingto a
descendingspiral of violenceEthe injuries to a personwho hatesare as devastat
ing asto the victimElove is the only force capableof transformingan enemyinto
afriend, for love hasboth creativeandredemptivegpower C.S.Lewis,in his book,
Mere Christianity , discussewvengeanceand how a universalappealfor justice
influencedhim in becominga Christian. Lewis neverceasedo be amazedat how
the people of all cultureswould demandto have their rights protected. The
strengthand power of moral indignationin the humansoul astoundechis atheist
views. Eventhoughwe may not alwayslive up the moral standardsthat we pro-
claim or hold to, whensomeoneelseviolatesour rights,we cry foul quickly, loudly
andrepeatedly We cry foul becausesomeonehastaughtus whatis fair. And so
the needfor justiceis deepwithin our bones. It is Godwho teachesiswhatis fair,
andwho givesusayearningfor justice. Thisthoughtprocesded Lewis to faith.

Whatis interestingaboutthis is the doublestandardve employin our lives. We

arequick to point fingersat others,andmolasseslow to admitour own fault. As

believers,we are calledto want whatis bestfor others,to seeothersbe blessed.
Wheninjured, we don®seekor take revenge. We let go of animosity We return

goodfor evil. Revengds God®territory, not ours. We chooseto entrustourselves
to God,knowingthat Hewill oneday makeall thingsright.

Keysto turning othercheek:it is not aboutus, don®be defensiveprayfirst, pray
for our own responsefor gracefor the other;restin God®graceandlove for us;
don®makemattersworse;who getsin trouble, alwaysthe one who reciprocates.
Graceastheanswelto evil.
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