
Study 8

“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 the one who is evil. 
But if anyone slaps you on the right cheek, turn to him the other 
also… You have heard that it was said, ‘You shall love your 
neighbor and hate your enemy.’ But I say to you, Love your 
enemies and pray for those who persecute you, so that you may 
be sons of your Father who is in heaven.”  
(Matthew 5:38-39, 43-45) 

We have been studying the Kingdom way of life laid out by Jesus as the 
Christian King in His great manifesto known as the Sermon on the 
Mount, and we've been considering a Christian’s relationship to the Old 
Testament (OT). We’ve been doing so because Jesus has clearly 
commanded and also empowers true citizens of His Kingdom to do what 
the OT says and to teach it to others with a righteousness much greater 
than that of the religious leaders. We’ve already examined four of the six 
practical illustrations our Lord gives us in how a Christian ought to excel 
in his obedience to the OT Law, and in today’s study, we will be looking 
at the last pair of these six illustrations. In this study, we will look at 
what Jesus has to say about retaliation and the true definition of loving 
our neighbor. Jesus is fulfilling God’s OT teaching and is continuing to 
expound what it truly looks like to live as God’s holy nation and chosen 
people.    
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It is safe to say that up to this point in His sermon that the issues Jesus 
has addressed concerning the Christian way of life have been fairly 
challenging and confrontational. However, this issue of retaliation and 
truly loving our neighbor is probably the most challenging of them all. 
In fact, it’s so challenging that most of us tend to just ignore what Jesus 
says here because it seems so irrational and unreasonable. It goes 
completely against our natural instincts and every one of our basic 
natural reactions.   

However, we ought to consider the implications of such a difficult 
command. Perhaps there is nothing else in the whole Christian life 
that will make us more distinct in this world than this type of 
radical, extraordinary love that exceeds all expectations. Nothing is 
more unique and unexpected than someone who chooses to love and 
pray for the people that mistreat them and hurt them the most. The world 
can hardly understand it or make sense of it. 

Last year, at a church in Charleston, North Carolina, a twenty-one year 
old gunman entered a Wednesday night Bible study and murdered nine 
church members participating in the study. A mere two days later, with 
the gunman handcuffed and in custody, the relatives of the victims were 
given an opportunity to confront the young man who viciously murdered 
their closest friends and family members. In a move that shocked the 
world, one by one, each of these relatives resisted the temptation to turn 
to anger and instead offered the young man loving forgiveness while 
praying for his soul despite the tremendous pain of their losses. 
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The often bloodthirsty media that looks to exploit each and every 
opportunity for a potential race war was left silent with nothing to report. 
Everyone watching expected the relatives to retaliate with rage and a 
hunger for retribution, and no one would have faulted them for it. But 
when they chose to respond with love and prayer for the one who 
murdered members of their own family less than forty-eight hours 
earlier, the reporters were left with a non-story and quickly moved their 
camera crews out of Charleston entirely.      

The authentic Christian and true citizen of the Kingdom of Heaven is 
essentially a different kind of man and entirely distinct in his nature than 
the average man of this world. If you love and pray for those who 
persecute you then the world will have no idea what to do with you. You 
will not fit into any of their categories. 

The natural man of this world seeks to get even with everyone who takes 
from him or puts him in their debt. Payback is a natural instinct that we 
possess in the fabric of our fallen DNA. It drives the mindset that says, 
“Mess with me and I’m going to mess with you. Take care of me and I’ll 
take care of you.”  

We are so prideful that we can’t stand the idea of not being even with 
everybody. Whether it’s returning evil with evil or returning favor with 
favor, we have a natural desire to get even with everyone. How often do 
we immediately respond after someone buys us a meal by saying, “I’ll 
get the next one” rather than first expressing a simple “Thank you”? We 
want to be even, and we can trace this natural desire to the roots of our 
underlying sin of self-concern.  

!3



Study 8

Self-concern fuels the natural instinct of self-protection. We are born 
primarily focused on ourselves. We worry about how our environments 
benefit us personally and how our relationships are satisfying our own 
personal desires. This often leads to the natural desire for vengeance, 
revenge and retaliation towards anyone or anything that potentially 
harms our own self-image or livelihood.  

However, the authentic Christian man transformed into a new creation 
by Christ Himself is a different kind of man with a different nature 
entirely. He is poor in spirit, mournful and meek. He has come to terms 
with his own deficiency and depravity, and therefore, he is completely 
over himself to the point that he is no longer consumed with self-image, 
self-dignity or even self-protection. As Jesus would put it later, the 
Christian is a man who has denied himself and has died to being 
primarily concerned about himself. Therefore, since the authentic 
Christian man is a man who has died to self-concern, the true citizen 
of the Kingdom of Heaven will set his heart, mind and soul on loving 
and praying for all people. 

Now, as we look at this teaching of Jesus concerning retaliation and 
loving our enemies, it must be stated as a sort of disclaimer that this 
particular teaching is only concerned about our personal relationships 
with others and not our relationship to the state. “Here we have nothing 
but the reaction of the Christian as an individual to the things that are 
done to him personally.”  We must look elsewhere for matters pertaining 1

to us and the state.  

      D. Martyn Lloyd-Jones, Studies in the Sermon on the Mount, (Eerdmans: 1976), 2441
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Retaliation and ‘Rights’ 

In the OT Law, God’s commandment is clearly written, “If there is harm, 
then you shall pay life for life, eye for eye, tooth for tooth, hand for 
hand, foot for foot, burn for burn, wound for wound, stripe for 
stripe” (Exodus 21:23-25). Now, before we look at Jesus’ teaching 
concerning this law, we must first consider the intent of this law in the 
first place. Perhaps, no other law in the entire OT has been more 
overused and misused as this ‘measure for measure’ Law.  

To put it plainly, this law was given for the Israelite judges of law and 
order as a very distinct law for the nation of Israel. This was not given as 
a law to be carried out by private individuals as they saw fit. It was 
given to control excess chaos and immorality. It was given to 
specifically restrict disputes from escalating beyond the already tragic 
circumstances.  

For example, if I harm a member of your family and so you turn around 
and kill a member of my family then I’m naturally going to want to do 
something even worse to you and your family out of revenge. Study 
your history books and see for yourself that this has been the natural way 
of man since the beginning of time. However, this brilliant ‘measure for 
measure’ Law given by God was intended to keep that sort of thing in 
check. It was an effective law that led to civil disputes being settled 
quickly in a court of law rather than being escalated at the hands of 
individual vendettas.  
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So the original intent of the ‘measure for measure’ Law was to control 
and limit an individual’s desire for retaliation and revenge by declaring, 
"If someone does [this] to you then you have a right to only [this] in 
return." Therefore, when Jesus teaches us here to not retaliate at all, He 
is declaring that if you truly want to excel in obeying this Law to the 
fullest then don’t even fight for what you have a right to take. Don't 
exercise that right. Don't get into a dispute. Our Lord is calling His 
people to break the chain of evil and immorality immediately by not 
even participating in it at all. 

Now, before we discuss any further about what Jesus is saying here in 
this passage, we need to be clear on what He is not saying. Jesus is not 
saying that we should all just be doormats and let the world walk all 
over us. Jesus is not prohibiting any and all use of the courts, self-
defense or running away to avoid evil. If someone goes to punch you in 
the face, it’s not a sin to duck. We must examine the entirety of Scripture 
and give Jesus a little bit more credit than that. Jesus’ own life doesn’t 
depict being passive or someone who runs from confrontation and never 
resists evil. So He’s not calling His followers to live a life of passivity 
either.  

So, what is He saying? 

Jesus doesn’t ask us to pretend that someone is not evil or by any stretch 
of the imagination to condone someone’s evil behavior. As His people, 
we are to care deeply about law and order and justice being served, but 
we are to do so without caring so much about taking stands and making 
claims for our own individual rights.  
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You see, so many of us read these words and hear this teaching of Jesus, 
and we immediately begin to look outward and start thinking how we 
can apply this principle among the world around us. However, what 
Jesus is doing here is actually calling us to begin by looking inward and 
to see that our greatest enemy here is our self-seeking, self-preserving, 
self-protecting, self-concerned nature that causes all our difficulties with 
retaliation. We tend to start by asking ourselves, “How does Jesus want 
me to respond to this person who has hurt me?” when Jesus is telling us 
to start by asking, “How does Jesus want me to respond to these feelings 
of hurt and this desire within me to hurt back?”  

This teaching on retaliation is not primarily concerned with our enemies, 
or our oppressors, or those who insult us or give us trouble. Jesus is 
calling us to come face to face with our own desire for revenge and the 
sinful spirit of retaliation within us. It’s essentially addressing our Lord’s 
basic call of discipleship: Die to yourself and deny yourself any 
entitlement that you may feel to any rights that you assume you have and 
follow the Kingdom Way of Life taught and lived perfectly by our King 
Himself. 
  
Most of our problems and difficulties in life arise out of our concern for 
our own well-being and dignity. Many of us fail to even realize the 
extent to which our own self-concern controls every aspect of our lives. 
Think of your life and the job that you have and the activities you are 
involved in and the contacts and relationships that you maintain. How 
many of these things are governed by a primary concern for your own 
self interests?  
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And for some of you, even the job that you claim to hate is pursued and 
done out of the self-concern for the lifestyle it provides for you. Give 
yourself enough time and an honest assessment, and you will be amazed 
to discover the extent to which self-concern controls almost every aspect 
of your life.  

Even the hurt we experience at the hands of others can be attributed to 
our own self-concern. Many may be quick to reply, “But you don’t 
understand what this person has done to me. This is not my fault.” Ok, 
that may be the case but examine yourself and the motives of the other 
person, and you will more than likely discover that the other person has 
acted this way towards you out of their own self-concern. And now you 
too are upset about this action because of your own self-concern. If you 
were able to apply what our Lord has taught us here, you might feel 
sorrow for this person acting out of such self-concern, and you would be 
folding your hands in prayer instead of shaking your fist in protest.   

It may also help us to look at this self-concern in light of our desire to 
have control over our own lives. One big reason that we often seek 
revenge is because we feel like someone has forcefully gained control 
over us. And we don’t like it.  

If a team treats you like crap during arbitration, then you want to stick it 
to them when it is time for free agency. If a manager gives you a role 
you disagree with then you’ll try and stick it to him by rebelling against 
his authority and doing your own program. Either way, it’s an effort to 
regain control you feel like you’ve lost.  
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However, there's a higher way to live. It’s the way Jesus chose to live 
and the way that He calls us as His followers to live as well. It is the way 
of exceeding righteousness, and it is the way of denying ourselves and 
surrendering our rights in order to serve others with the same kind of 
love that Christ has shown us. Give up your rights and give more than 
what is required of you, and you’ll begin to show the world that it was 
never in control over you anyway. 

• When we turn the other cheek, we show the world that we’re not 
defined by their insults. 

• When we let people take our stuff, we show the world that our 
possessions don’t own us.  

• When others over us force us to do things for their own benefit, we go 
above and beyond what they are asking us to do which shows the 
world that nobody forces us to do anything. 

• And when people beg us for things, we show the world that 
interruptions in life are just opportunities for us to serve others. 

This is the standard that Jesus asks of us, and this is the standard that 
Jesus Himself fulfilled on our behalf.  

Jesus was falsely arrested and mocked, Romans soldiers stripped His 
clothes off leaving Him naked in front of everyone, they spit on Him, 
slapped Him, beat Him, put a crown of thorns on Him to make fun of 
Him and yet Jesus said, “No one takes my life from me, but I give it up 
on my own authority.”  He willingly chose to hang on that cross. 2

       John 10:182
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At the very moment in Jesus’ life that it seemed He had lost all control, 
He was actually the One in complete control. Jesus wasn’t a doormat; 
He was an anvil. And as the hammer of evil kept pounding down on 
Him, He remained still and steady until at last, He shattered those forces 
of evil. You see, the anvil almost always breaks the hammer.  

So do we need to hammer back to overcome the forces of evil or 
opposition in our own lives? There is incredible power in a life that 
remains strong, still and steady in the midst of being pounded on. When 
the world mistreats you, respond with love and prayer and let the world 
know that no matter what it tries to do to you, it has no power over you. 
We should not be defined by what is done to us but rather what has been 
done for us through the suffering experienced and the example set by 
Jesus Himself. 

Die to yourself and deny any entitlement you feel for individual 
rights and then go out of your way to do good to others. Ask 
yourself, “Will anyone be won for the kingdom by your retaliation or by 
your standing on your rights?”  3

Remember, our righteousness is supposed to exceed that of mere 
religious rule-keepers. And our love is supposed to surpass the way the 
rest of the world defines love. What makes the authentic Christian man 
so different and distinct from the rest of the world is alway the 
extraordinary, the unusual, the above and beyond, and the utterly 
unexpected. 

       Sinclair Ferguson, The Sermon on the Mount: Kingdom Life in a Fallen World, (Banner of Truth: 1987), 1003

!10



Study 8

Love and Prayer  

Now, as it pertains to those who insult us, harm us, abuse us and take 
from us, Jesus has told us to avoid feeling the need to fight for what you 
may have a right to fight for. However, He doesn’t stop here with the 
negative action of not doing something in particular but now proceeds 
with the positive action of making sure that we do something in return as 
well. He proceeds to instruct us with these difficult words, “Love your 
enemies and pray for those who persecute you.” 

Dr. Martyn Lloyd-Jones writes: 

“The only thing that enables a man not to hit back, to turn the 
other cheek and to go the second mile, to give his cloak as well 
as his coat when that is forcibly demanded, and to help others in 
desperate need, the vital thing is that a man should be dead to 
himself, dead to self-interest, dead to a concern about self. But 
our Lord goes very much further here. We are told we must 
positively love these people. We are even to love our enemies. It 
is not simply that we are not to strike back at them, but that we 
must be positive in our attitude towards them.”   4

The Pharisaical teaching had inappropriately defined a neighbor as an 
exclusive entity (mainly a fellow Jew). However, Jesus defines our 
neighbor as being all people (fellow human beings). 

    Lloyd-Jones, 2674
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Nowhere in the OT Law will you find the addition, “and hate your 
enemy.” This was a redefining of the real meaning of this command by 
the religious leaders who as we’ve pointed out previously were 
attempting to make the commands of God more comfortable and strict 
obedience to them more obtainable. Jesus flips this redefinition on its 
head and declares that not only must you not hate your enemy but you 
must not remain indifferent to him either. As true citizens of the 
Kingdom, you must seek to live like your King and sacrificially love 
your enemies and sincerely pray for those who persecute you.  

To love someone involves a sincere and costly self-sacrifice for the well-
being of that particular person. Now, to be clear, to love someone does 
not mean that you must also like the person. We must always avoid the 
error and misconception of assuming that we must stir up some sort of 
emotional feeling towards someone in order to be truly loving them. 
Lloyd-Jones expresses this further: 

“What God commands is that we should love a man and treat 
him as if we do like him. Love is much more than a feeling or 
sentiment. Love in the New Testament is very practical… Love 
is active. If, therefore, we find we do not like certain people, we 
need not be worried by that, so long as we are treating them as if 
we did like them.”   5

We must learn to see our enemies as God sees them and see them as they 
are — victims blinded by the schemes of Satan’s work in this world.  

    Lloyd-Jones, 2725
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Don’t be so quick to be annoyed or put off by such people. See them as 
hell-bound sinners to the point that it bothers you for them rather than 
just merely being bothered by them. Realize that you must seek to save 
them and remember that this is exactly how God has first loved us.  

“For God so loved the world, that he gave his only Son, that whoever 
believes in him should not perish but have eternal life.”   6

What made Him do this? Was it something loving, or lovely, or lovable 
in ourselves or within this world that made Him do it?  7

Not at all. Scripture declares that God did this for us while we were still 
sinners, while we were still enemies, while we were still alienated and 
hostile in mind and while we were still doing evil deeds.  God had every 8

right to destroy us, but He willingly gave up that right and allowed 
Himself to be destroyed for us.  

God had every right to show His power and control over His rebellious 
creation by just destroying it and wiping it off the face of the earth, but 
He didn’t. He didn’t retaliate to man’s rebellion by pouring out His 
wrath on us. He retaliated with an unexpected love saving mankind by 
pouring out His wrath on Himself. 

    John 3:166

    Lloyd-Jones, 2687

    Romans 5:8-10, Colossians 1:218
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So when Jesus tells us to love and pray for all people, He is simply 
saying that we ought to extend the same extraordinary, unusual, above 
and beyond and utterly unexpected love that God has extended to us. We 
were enemies of God, and yet He willingly died to save us. God chose to 
give us what we needed rather than standing up for His rights to give us 
what we deserved. 

Anybody can love people that treat them well and love them back. That's 
easy and expected. But Jesus asks, “What more are you doing than 
others?” (v. 5:47) What a poignant question to ask of yourself. Hear it as 
it is from the mouth of our Lord Himself,  

“What more are you doing than others?” 

We’ve expressed that possibly the worst thing that you can hear as a 
Christian is that you don’t look any different from anybody else. And 
here we have this question from our Lord. Is there anything more 
differentiating than Jesus asking you so straightforwardly: 

 “What more are you doing than others?” 

It almost goes without saying that a good measure of your Christian 
condition is how you might answer that very question. But it is also here 
that we are again reminded that Jesus is seeking to point out what we 
should be doing by emphasizing who we are supposed to be in the first-
place. He asks what more we are doing while appealing once more to 
who we are. 
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Jesus says we ought to love and pray for all people and do more than 
others seem to be doing so that we may be (or live like) sons of our 
Father who is in heaven (v. 5:45). He tops it off with, “You therefore 
must be perfect, as your heavenly Father is perfect” (v. 5:48). 

The Christian is to stand out in society. The Christian should always be 
doing more than the average man. The Christian should always be doing 
things that nobody else can seem to do because the Christian has been 
supernaturally reborn as a son of God.  

The natural man will find it impossible to uphold these commands, 
but the Christian can prove its possible. We are a new creation with a 
new nature and the indwelling presence of the Holy Spirit. Therefore, we 
ought to bear the family resemblance of our Heavenly Father and His 
Firstborn Son.   

Our Heavenly Father makes His sun rise on the evil and on the good, 
and sends rain on the just and on the unjust. His Firstborn Son stripped 
Himself of the privileges and status of being the Son of God and took on 
the form of a servant of man. He surrendered all His rights and denied 
Himself of any self-concerned motives in order that we too might 
become sons of God.  

He didn’t just turn the other cheek; He willingly allowed Himself to be 
tortured on a cross. He didn’t just give up His garments; He willingly 
allowed Himself to be stripped naked as a public spectacle. To say that 
He went the extra mile would be an absurd understatement. And He 
hasn’t merely given to those who have begged Him but has given freely 
to us who spend so many of our days completely disregarding Him. 
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Jesus chose to love His enemies and to pray for those who persecuted 
Him, and nobody has benefited more from that decision than us.   

Until we see and taste the love of our Heavenly Father and the love of 
His Firstborn Son, our love for others will be no different from the rest 
of the world. If God is truly your Father and His Son is truly your 
Savior, you will become something special without you even being able 
to help it.    

What more are you doing than others? Is there anything special about 
you? I’m not asking if you’re a good person who tries to live a good life 
and who makes sure to get along with those around you. I’m not asking 
if you read your Bible, pray your prayers or go to church on a regular 
basis. There are many people who do these things and still do not truly 
know God as their Heavenly Father and His Son as their Savior. If that 
sums up your Christian life then what more are you doing than others? 
What is there that is special about you? Is there anything about you that 
resembles your Heavenly Father?     

The world will see our God as extraordinary when the world experiences 
an extraordinary love from His children. “Like Father, like son!” There's 
nothing ordinary about our Father in heaven. There should be nothing 
ordinary about those He calls His children.   
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