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Lesson 24

Jesus and the Law of Retaliation (Lex Talionis)
Matthew 5:38-42
August 3, 2003

Scripture readings for Lesson 24
	Monday
	Exodus 21:22-27; Leviticus 24:17-22; Deuteronomy 19:15-21; Judges 1:6-7

	Tuesday
	Matthew 5:38-42

	Wednesday
	Matthew 5:39a; Romans 12:17-21; 1 Peter 3:8-9

	Thursday
	Matthew 5:39b; 1 Kings 22:24; Job 16:10; Isaiah 50:6; Matthew 26:67

	Friday
	Matthew 5:40; Exodus 22:25-27; Deuteronomy 24:10-13, 17;   John 19:23-24

	Saturday
	Matthew 5:41; Matthew 22:15-22; Romans 13:1-2

	Sunday
	Matthew 5:42; Deuteronomy 15:7-11; Psalm 37:21, 26


Resources

D.A. Carson. “Matthew.” In The Expositors Bible Commentary, ed. Frank E. Gaebelein, vol. 8. Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1984.

Craig Keener, A Commentary on the Gospel of Matthew. Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 1999., 

Donald Hagner. Matthew 1-13. Word Biblical Commentary. Dallas, TX: Word Books, 1993.

Study Questions

Exodus 21:22-27; Leviticus 24:17-22; Deuteronomy 19:15-21; Judges 1:6-7

Does the law of retaliation (in Latin it is called the lex talionis: life for life, eye for eye, tooth for tooth, etc.) in the Old Testament seem like a fair standard of justice? Was it supposed to literally be carried out? Is the death penalty (life for life) for certain crimes just from God’s perspective? Are maiming penalties just? Who in Israel was supposed to carry out the implementation of the standard? The ruling authorities or the person who was wronged? 

In Exodus, how would the law apply to the case of striking a pregnant woman? What would happen if the child died? What would be the consequence to the attacker if the woman died? Why do you think that phrases such as “foot for foot” and “burn for burn” are mentioned here when these injuries would be unlikely in this particular type of fight? How does the law of retaliation apply in the case of an injured slave? Why is the slave treated differently? 

In Leviticus, notice how punishments for killing animals are different than that of killing humans. From a biblical perspective, why is this the case? Are punishments of maiming for crimes of maiming clearly specified?

In Deuteronomy, how would the law apply to a false witness? What does “you shall put away the evil from among you” mean (cf. Dt 13:5; 17:7, 12; 21:21; 22:21-24, 24:7)? What would be the effect on the community of carrying out such a punishment? Does this seem severe? What could be the consequence to the falsely accused if the perjurer is believed? What does “your eye shall not pity” have to do with the implementation of the law (cf. Dt 7:16; 13:8; 19:13, 21; 25:12)? 

Matthew 5:38-42

What does the statement “eye for eye, tooth for tooth” have to do with each of the examples in this paragraph? Is Jesus addressing his teaching to abolish the lex talionis in the court system? Or is he addressing the issue from the perspective of the person offended? Does this apply to governments, churches, and/or individuals? Who is his audience? Who is the “evil person” in each of the examples that follow? Is following Jesus’ teaching really possible for believers? Is it too radical? Does he push us to the edge of the possible? In offending situations, is Jesus satisfied with passive actions or does he demand a positive response? Is Jesus’ list of potentially offending situations exhaustive? What are some modern examples of offending situations? What should be our response?

Matthew 5:39a; Romans 12:17-21; 1 Peter 3:8-9

How far should we take Jesus’ teaching on nonresistance? Is Jesus teaching pacifism? Are there situations in the Bible where it seems it is appropriate to offer resistance? What about situations we may face? How does Paul’s teaching complement Jesus’ on the subject of retaliation? How does leaving vengeance and retaliation with God free the Christian to forgo a retaliatory action? What is the Christian responsibility in regard to people with whom we may be in conflict? How can we overcome an “evil person” or evil with our actions? How does Peter confirm the principle of Jesus’ teaching returning blessing instead of retaliation in situations of conflict? Is Peter specifically applying the principle for situations of conflict in the church?

Matthew 5:39b; 1 Kings 22:24; Job 16:10; Isaiah 50:6; Matthew 26:67

Was a slap on a cheek primarily given to physically harm a person or insult him?  What would be the significance of landing the blow on the right cheek? What would be your first thought for a response if this happened to you? Is doing nothing or walking away Jesus’ recommended response?  How did Jesus live out his teaching when he was insulted in this manner? How do we respond when we receive a modern insulting action? What might be a proper response in application of Jesus’ teaching and example? 

Matthew 5:40; Exodus 22:25-27; Deuteronomy 24:10-13, 17; John 19:23-24
Why would someone be suing for a garment? In Exodus, if a poor person borrows money, what might he give as a pledge of repayment or collateral? What was the lender required to do with the pledge on a daily basis? Why? In Deuteronomy, what is the responsibility of the lender in the pledge/garment exchange? What is the responsibility of the borrower? On the borrower’s part, if he was asked by the lender for the pledge and he turned one garment over, per Deuteronomy would he have fulfilled the standard of righteousness in this section of the law? Does Jesus set forth a new or different standard of righteousness by stating that the borrower should give both the inner and the outer garment? How might Jesus’ teaching apply in modern borrowing and lending situations?

Matthew 5:41; Matthew 22:15-22; Romans 13:1-2
In ancient times, compulsory service was often imposed on conquered peoples by the ruling government. At the time of Jesus, a Roman could force a Jewish person to carry a pack or load for up to one mile. Attitudes against the Romans using these commandeering laws were strongly unfavorable in both the Jewish general populace and leadership. What does Jesus’ teaching tell us about how he viewed submission to the ruling authorities? Imagine how jarring his teaching must have been to his audience? Why would Jesus want someone to go beyond the maximum distance required in the Roman law by twofold? If a disciple carried out Jesus’ teaching, how might that affect the Roman who was requiring the service? How might it affect the disciple? What would be some modern applications of following Jesus’ teaching?

Matthew 5:42; Deuteronomy 15:7-11; Psalm 37:21, 26

Does Jesus’ teaching apply to all financial requests or primarily loans? If a person always agreed to financial requests, would he have any money left? Should there be some criteria to decide when to agree to the request? What principles are there in Deuteronomy that might help? 

The following excerpts are a Rabbinic discussion taken from the Babylonian Talmud on the issue of whether the law of retaliation, “eye for eye,” was to implemented physically or whether financial compensation would be allowed instead. At the time of Jesus’ teaching, there was likely a split opinion on this issue in the Jewish leadership. How does this teaching strike you as being different than the way Jesus taught on the subject? What is the issue the first two Rabbis are raising?

It was taught: Rabbi Dosthai b. Judah says: Eye for Eye means pecuniary compensation. You say pecuniary compensation, but perhaps it is not so, but actual retaliation [by putting out an eye] is meant? What then will you say where the eye of one was big and the eye of the other little, for how can I in this case apply the principle of eye for eye? If, however, you say that in such a case pecuniary compensation will have to be taken, did not the Torah state, Ye shall have one manner of law, implying that the manner of law should be the same in all cases? 
Another taught: Rabbi Simon b. Yohai says: ‘Eye for eye’ means pecuniary compensation. You say pecuniary compensation, but perhaps it is not so, but actual retaliation [by putting out an eye] is meant? What then will you say where a blind man put out the eye of another man, or where a cripple cut off the hand of another, or where a lame person broke the leg of another? How can I carry out in this case [the principle of retaliation of] ‘eye for eye’, seeing that the Torah says, Ye shall have one manner of law, implying that the manner of law should be the same in all cases? 

It was taught: Rabbi Eliezer said: Eye for eye literally refers to the eye [of the offender].
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