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An Eye for an Eye

Matthew 5:38-45

There is a famous quote that's attributed to many d ifferent people 

from Gandhi to either -- Gandhi or Martin Luther Ki ng and a whole 

slew of other people, and it's about the Old Testam ent form of 

justice and the quote goes something like this:  "A n eye for an eye 

and a tooth for a tooth will eventually leave every one toothless 

and blind."  Now whether it was Gandhi or Martin Lu ther King or 

anyone else for that matter who was trying to make the point that 

simple vengeance in the long run never works, I wou ld say 

absolutely amen.  But I would also add that there i s far more to 

those words than an appeal to simple vengeance.  

We're in the book of Matthew.  We are studying Jesu s's Sermon on 

the Mount and we're still looking at that section w here we're 

examining Jesus's response to the whole bulk of the  Pharisees' 

teaching.  And time and again the Pharisees had suc ceeded, as we've 

seen, in reducing God's law down to a series of dos  and don'ts, of 

rules and regulations that serve to isolate rather than promote a 

relationship with the living God.  So we've seen Je sus in these 



last few weeks systematically take apart the folly of much of the 

Pharisees' teaching.  What the Pharisees taught was  that a 

relationship with God was not even necessary so lon g as you kept 

the hundreds of different rules that they had enact ed that 

circumscribed and proscribed how you could manage G od.  They spent 

all of their time codifying in minute details the l iving aspects of 

God's law into a lengthy legal approach that gave y ou righteousness 

by rule keeping.  They took the ten commandments th at God had given 

to Moses and they developed over 600 sub law comman dments that 

pertain to every single aspect of living.  And what  Jesus hated 

about the Pharisees' approach was that it took the law that he 

loved and it turned it into this cold, mechanical m eans of managing 

God.  

God's law was really designed to do three things.  It's been 

described as a mirror, a curb, and a guide.  First it was designed 

to mirror God's holiness, God's perfection.  Jesus understood 

perfectly that nobody could fully do what the law d emanded because 

the law is really a perfection -- a representation of God's 

perfection.  And secondly it is a curb.  I mean, Go d's law said 

among many other things that you shall not kill, st eal, lie, covet, 

or commit adultery.  In other words, it was a restr aint against 

evil because without the law, people would spend al l of their time 

killing and exploiting each other.  And we look at areas right now 



where that's self-evident, we look at Syria, we lik e at ISIS, we 

look at all these organizations that are absolutely  lawless and we 

see the devastation that that creates.  Thirdly, th e law was 

supposed to be a guide.  It was supposed to show us  how to live 

lives that are pleasing to God.  Well, the Pharisee s took God's law 

not as a mirror, a curb or a guide that defined his  perfection but 

rather as a recipe for righteousness.  And Jesus in  the Sermon on 

the Mount is really blowing that recipe right out o f the water.  

And oftentimes he responded to the Pharisees' long list of rules by 

expanding each of those rules and he made them hard er, he made them 

more expansive, he made them much more difficult.  And what he was 

doing was he was attacking the idea of rule keeping  itself as an 

idea of finding righteousness that way.  Now he onc e said to the 

Pharisees who tried to codify " Thou shalt not kill " into a 

prohibition merely of murder, that an angry or scor nful word is 

just as worthy of judgment as murder.  I mean, the Pharisees had 

implied that in any relationship that you have with  others, as long 

as you don't murder them, you're pretty much basica lly okay.  Well, 

Jesus looked at that legal type of notion and he ju st blew it up.  

He said in Matthew 5:22:  "But I say to you that everyone who is 

angry with his brother will be liable to judgment; whoever insults 

his brother will be liable to the council; and whoe ver says, 'You 

fool!' will be liable to the hell of fire."   When the Pharisees 

tried to do the exact same thing with adultery, lim iting it to the 



act itself, Jesus did the exact same thing, he just  blew it up.  

And he said to even look at a woman with lust in yo ur heart is to 

commit adultery.  And in effect what Jesus was sayi ng is if you 

think that righteousness can be found by the Pharis ees' idea of 

rule keeping, then you better be prepared to keep t he rules 

perfectly because they are a reflection of God's pe rfection.  And 

even today I meet people all of the time who still believe that the 

ten commandments are a list of rules that you are s upposed to keep 

as best you can and that St. Peter's going to meet you up at the 

pearly gates and he's going to have a clipboard and  he's going to 

check through it and see how well you did and if yo ur good deeds 

outweigh your bad deeds, then off to heaven you're going to go.  

Well not only is that thinking wrong, it is deadly wrong.  See the 

law, the ten commandments was given by God as a mea ns of describing 

the perfection that God by his very nature must dem and of us.  

God's very nature is perfection.  It doesn't take a  rocket 

scientist to realize that perfection mixing with im perfection makes 

perfection no longer perfect.  I mean, if you think  of it in terms 

of sterility and germs, if I take a perfectly steri le petri dish 

and I add to that dish one tiny, infinitesimally sm all bacterium, 

well I 've rendered it no longer sterile.  And it do esn't matter if 

I added one tiny bacterium or a diseased ravaged bo dy, when it 

comes to sterility, it 's all or nothing.  Well God' s perfection is 

no different.  For God's perfect justice to allow u s in our 



imperfection to have any fellowship with him would cause his 

perfection to cease.  The reason God became a man w as to live his 

perfect life out and die on a cross so that he coul d substitute his 

perfect life for our lives of imperfection and ther eby maintain his 

perfection while opening the doors of a relationshi p to us.  The 

very reason that Jesus became a person and lived ou t his life 

perfectly is because he knew we couldn't do it.  Go d had to demand 

perfection of us and yet his love for us was so gre at that having 

demanded that perfection he became one of us to sup ply it by dying 

on the cross in our place.  But while Jesus was liv ing out his 

life -- and he lived it out perfectly -- while he w as living out 

that life, he constantly opposed the Pharisees who had twisted and 

distorted God's laws into a caricature of its origi nal intent.  And 

what mattered to Jesus was not the meticulous keepi ng of rules made 

by some autocratic group of Pharisees but instead h aving a living 

relationship with a living God based on faith and t rust in God's 

righteousness that's been given to us as a substitu te for our sin.  

See what Jesus and his Father cherished in us was f aith and trust.  

What the Pharisees cherished was blind rigid compli ance.  And 

nowhere was that more obvious than in our text this  morning.  Jesus 

once again blows the Pharisees' notions to pieces w hen it comes to 

their understanding of the law.  

Our text this morning is Matthew 5:38-45, it says t his, this is 



Jesus's words:  "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 ri ght cheek, turn 

to him the other also.  And if anyone would sue you  and take your 

tunic, let him have your cloak as well.  And if any one forces you 

to go one mile, go with him two miles.  Give to the  one who begs 

from you, and do not refuse the one who would borro w from you.  You 

have heard that it was said, 'You shall love your n eighbor and hate 

your enemy.'  But I say to you, love your enemies a nd pray for 

those who persecute you, so that you may be sons of  your Father who 

is in heaven."   

Well, first of all, I want to speak in defense of a n eye for an eye 

and a tooth for a tooth.  The fancy name for that a  retributive 

justice.  It is the belief that God gives each of u s that which is 

due.  We call it retribution.  Retribution sounds l ike something 

bad but it's not.  It's the belief that a God who p assionately 

loves truth, honor and justice must also truly hate  lies, dishonor 

and injustice.  A God who is truly just must deligh t in truly 

rewarding what is good and punishing that which is truly evil.  And 

God says just that in Romans 2:9, he says this, he says:  There 

will be tribulation and distress for every human be ing who does 

evil, the Jew first and also the Greek, but glory a nd honor and 

peace for everyone who does good, the Jew first and  also the Greek.  



For God shows no partiality.   You see, God's retributive justice 

demanded that the wages of sin is death because he must punish 

evil.  And since he also delights in what is truly good, he sought 

and found a way to become one of us, to transfer hi s goodness to us 

at the cross, because all have sinned and fall short of the glory 

of God, and are justified by his grace as a gift th rough the 

redemption that is in Christ Jesus.   

You see, when you think about a God of perfect just ice, you realize 

God has to practice retributive justice or he has n o justice at 

all.  If God's response to a Hitler or a Stalin wou ld be to simply 

to wink and say, "Well, you know, Adolph and Joseph , they certainly 

had some rough spots, but after all, I 'm a God of l ove."  Well, we 

would have serious issues with that God.  "Where is  the 

justice?" we would say?  But now if you're thinking , you might 

argue, well, wait a minute, where is the justice fo r Christians?  I 

mean, it seems to me that Christians are the only o nes who happen 

to escape God's retributive justice.  And that's tr ue.  In fact, I 

once had a person say to me that, "You Christians b elieve in what I 

think is a karmic ripoff."  He said it was a karmic  ripoff because 

he understood that Christians don't receive their k armic due.  They 

don't receive that justice.  My response is but tha t doesn't mean 

that justice isn't served.  What it does mean is th at it was served 

not on the heads of believers themselves but on the  head of Jesus 



Christ who came to earth to rescue them from that j ustice.  Jesus 

came to glorify his Father by taking the punishment  of his sheep on 

himself on the cross.  And so the Lord Jesus Christ  received our 

justice so that we could receive his mercy.  2 Corinthians 5:21:  

For our sake he made him to be sin who knew no sin,  so that in him 

we might become the righteousness of God.   

Now the highest form of retributive justice there i s is God himself 

paying the price of retribution for our sin.  Someh ow or other 

we've managed to recast retributive justice as a fo rm of evil.  The 

way an eye for an eye is stated today is not with a n emphasis on 

the justice aspect of it but with an emphasis on bl ind vengeance.  

You know, this type of law this is referred to by i ts Latin term, 

"lex talionis," it's where we get the idea "retalia te" from and it 

dates back to the time of Hammurabi all the way thr ough the Old 

Testament and it was and is a blessing from God.  Y ou see, it was a 

mercy established by God and it was established to limit the 

never-ending escalation of blind revenge.  An eye f or an eye was an 

attempt to establish an equivalent response when so meone was 

wronged.  And we have records as to why that was so  necessary in 

scripture.  Scripture shows us exactly what happens  without that 

limitation.  Genesis 4:23  describes this, it says:  Lamech said to 

his wives  -- this is way back at the very beginning in Genes is, 

says:  Lamech said to his wives:  "Adah and Zillah, hear m y voice; 



you wives of Lamech, listen to what I say:  I have killed a man for 

wounding me, a young man for striking me.  If Cain' s revenge is 

sevenfold, then Lamech's is seventy-sevenfold."   We don't know much 

about this man Lamech other than he was wicked, tha t he had plural 

wives and he was exactly why an eye for an eye and a tooth for a 

tooth was a mercy.  I mean, if Cain's revenge is se venfold and 

Lamech's is seventy-sevenfold, we quickly see where  this is going.  

Far better to have a law that limits retaliation to  something that 

matches the original offense.  God had this to say about the 

ultimate offense, he said this in Genesis 9:5 , he says:  And for 

your lifeblood I will require a reckoning:  From ev ery beast I will 

require it and from man.  From his fellow man I wil l require a 

reckoning for the life of man.  "Whoever sheds the blood of man, by 

man shall his blood be shed, for God made man in hi s own image."  

See, this is what an eye for an eye is saying.  An eye for an eye 

is saying that when it comes to murder, the punishm ent must match 

the crime and there's a reason for that.  It 's also  the reason why 

I personally believe in capital punishment.  Now fi rst I need to 

say I think that absolutely every single effort sho uld be made to 

be absolutely ironclad certain that the guilty part y has been 

identified and if there's any uncertainty whatsoeve r, I think you 

have to err on the side of caution instead of capit al punishment 

because there have been a great deal of injustices done in that 



area in the past.  But I do believe that what God s ays in Genesis 

still applies.  He said:  "Whoever sheds the blood of man, by man 

shall his blood be shed, for God made man in his ow n image."   I 

have had discussions with people who find it incred ible that I 

would hold a very high level of concern for the pro -life position 

and still believe in capital punishment.  To me it' s entirely 

consistent with God's idea of retributive justice.  I mean, I tell 

my Catholic friends that I don't fully subscribe to  the -- what's 

called the seamless garment.  I don't know if you e ver heard that 

but there's a Catholic doctrine that says the seaml ess garment 

defines all of life and that all of life is sacred and seamless and 

that from the womb all the way up to capital punish ment, you cannot 

touch what is sacred.  I respectfully disagree.  I have non 

Catholic friends as well who say if you're pro-life , you have to be 

anti-capital punishment because all life is sacred.   And I tell 

them the reason why I believe in capital punishment  is for the 

exact same reason.  I believe in it because all l if e is sacred.  If 

you believe in an eye for an eye, then you have to understand that 

God is saying retributive justice demands an equiva lence in crime 

and punishment.  It 's only capital punishment that maintains that 

equivalence.  See, the reason why I believe in capi tal punishment 

is because God says that life itself is so incredib ly sacred, it is 

so sacred in fact that if you take someone's, there  is no 

equivalent substitute.  There is nothing that you c an give in 



return for a life but the very life that you have y ourself.  

Furthermore, when you refuse to accept the equivale nce of the crime 

and the punishment, you reduce the crime to the val ue of the 

punishment.  For example, in New York State a human  life itself is 

worth on average 8 to 20 years of incarceration.  I  back that up by 

quoting George Conway, a criminal defense attorney in Saratoga 

Springs who says, "A person convicted of murder in the first degree 

-- which is a Class A-1 violent felony -- as a firs t offense will 

be sentenced to a determinate sentence between 8 to  20 years."  In 

other words, if you premeditatedly take someone's l ife in New York, 

the equivalence of that life is no longer losing yo ur own, it is 

now 8 to 20 years of incarceration.  Hence that is now the value of 

human life in New York.  And nationally it is a sim ple fact that 

any form of capital punishment requires decades lon g series of 

appeals and counter appeals before the punishment i s ever even 

exacted, and the result is that very few people fee l they will ever 

pay the ultimate price for taking a life.  But God says in 

Ecclesiastes 8:11:  Because the sentence against an  evil deed is 

not executed speedily, the heart of the children of  man is fully 

set to do evil.   

Now, many people have been speaking about Chicago o f late because 

it's the poster child for what the whole nation is seeing.  I mean, 

the City of Chicago is often times referred to as C hiraq, because 



its murder rate now mirrored that of Iraq.  At one time Chicago 

Mayor Richard Daley said this, he said:  "Welcome t o America.  

Americans kill each other every day.  We kill each other.  Not in 

Afghanistan.  Not in Iraq.  In good ol' America," D aley said.  

That's not just Iraq.  World Net Daily said:  "The death toll by 

murder in Chicago over the past decade is greater t han the number 

of American forces who have died in Afghanistan sin ce the beginning 

of Operation Enduring Freedom, according to a polic e analysis."  

Okay.  So what is all this talk about capital punis hment?  I don't 

want this message to be viewed as a defense of that .  And I have 

great respect for those who are convinced that capi tal punishment 

violates the seamless garment even though I don't a gree.  But I 

want to stop -- I want to start at the very top of our 

understanding of an eye for an eye and kind of work  our way all the 

way down through what Jesus was teaching by his res ponse to the 

Pharisees to what our obligation to respond is when , God forbid, we 

become a victim.  The question is, is it an eye for  an eye or is it 

something greater?  See, what God was enacting with  an eye for an 

eye is something that has largely been lost in our culture which 

sees crime and punishment in far more therapeutic t erms than it 

does in terms of justice.  And retributive justice has now been 

reduced to a caricature of vengeance which simply s ays, "You take 

my eye, I'm going to take yours.  You take my tooth , I'm going to 



knock out yours."  Furthermore we say, well, don't we believe that 

vengeance is something that God expressly says we s hould avoid?  

And he does, Romans 12:19  says:  Beloved, never avenge yourselves, 

but leave it to the wrath of God, for it is written , "Vengeance is 

mine, I will repay, says the Lord."   

So here's the question:  How do we reconcile "an ey e for an eye" 

with " Vengeance is mine, I will repay "?  Well, I think we can, and 

this is how.  There's a place where an effective go dly government 

is supposed to work.  It 's where ours has failed.  Romans 13  

describes it, it says this:  Let every person be subject to the 

governing authorities.  For there is no authority e xcept from God, 

and those that exist have been instituted by God.  Therefore 

whoever resists the authorities resists what God ha s appointed, and 

those who resist will incur judgment.  For rulers a re not a terror 

to good conduct, but to bad.  Would you have no fea r of the one who 

is in authority?  Then do what is good, and you wil l receive his 

approval, for he is God's servant for your good.  B ut if you do 

wrong, be afraid, for he does not bear the sword in  vain.  For he 

is the servant of God, an avenger who carries out G od's wrath on 

the wrongdoer.  Therefore one must be in subjection , not only to 

avoid God's wrath but also for the sake of conscien ce.   

Very important passage here.  God is saying a numbe r of things 



about government in this passage.  The first thing he says about 

governments -- and this includes all governments, g ood governments, 

bad governments and indifferent ones, he says:  "Th ose that exist 

have been instituted by God."  Secondly, God says t hat to resist 

government authority to resist what God has appoint ed.  And now we 

know from the scriptures itself that there are limi ts to that 

government authority and that we are to obey only u p to the point 

where they conflict with scripture.  We have exampl es of that in 

the book of Acts.  There we see the government exce eding its 

authority by arresting Peter and the apostles and f orbidding them 

from preaching.  This is in Acts 5:26, it says:  Then the captain 

with the officers went and brought them, but not by  force, for they 

were afraid of being stoned by the people.  And whe n they had 

brought them, they set them before the council.  An d the high 

priest questioned them, saying, "We strictly charge d you not to 

teach in this name, yet here you have fil led Jerusa lem with your 

teaching, and you intend to bring this man's blood upon us."  But 

Peter and the apostles answered, "We must obey God rather than 

men."   

So that's where the limits of the two different law s collide, the 

law of God and the law of man.  And peter demonstra ted that there 

are limits to what government authority can do, and  that it's God's 

law that takes precedence over man's.  But understa nd, man's law 



has been instituted by God.  And God says governmen t authority is 

God's servant for our good.  And here's the importa nt part for us 

to grasp.  This is what God says about government, he says:  But if 

you do wrong, be afraid, for he does not bear the s word in vain.  

For he is the servant of God, an avenger who carrie s out God's 

wrath on the wrongdoer.   Do you hear what God is saying in this 

passage?  What he's doing is he's underscoring the fact that when 

you are the victim, there really are three differen t parties that 

typically exact vengeance.  Two of them are legitim ate, one of them 

is not.  The three parties are God, government, and  me.  And God 

made it crystally clear in Romans 12 that vengeance  does not belong 

to us and that it belongs ultimately to him.  Beloved, never avenge 

yourselves, but leave it to the wrath of God, for i t is written, 

"Vengeance is mine, I will repay, says the Lord."   But then in the 

very next chapter, chapter 13, God says how he has arranged that.  

He says he has appointed government as the primary agent for his 

vengeance:  For he is the servant of God, an avenger who carrie s 

out God's wrath on the wrongdoer.   

So let me put the idea of "an eye for an eye" and " vengeance is 

mine" into its proper biblical context.  And what G od is saying 

here is that there are always two different respons ibilities that 

are at work when you are the victim of someone else 's wrongdoing.  

What he's saying is the state has a corporate respo nsibility and 



you and I have an individual responsibility, and th ose 

responsibilities differ greatly.  The state's respo nsibility is to 

punish.  The individual's responsibility is to forg ive.  And when 

the two are both working properly, then justice and  mercy are 

served.  To put this in the starkest of terms, if s omebody, God 

forbid, murdered my wife, God is saying that the st ate has a 

corporate responsibility to exact vengeance and req uire the life of 

her murderer, but God also says to me that I have t he 

responsibility as an individual saved by grace to b y his grace 

forgive that murderer.  And when the state does its  job, it paves 

the way for me to do my job.  I mean, just consider  the crucial 

role that government is supposed to have here.  It would be far 

easier for me to forgive someone who is headed to t he gas chamber 

as a result of this crime than it would be for me t o forgive 

somebody chuckling over the fact that he took my wi fe's life and 

has only eight years to pay for doing so.  You see,  ultimately what 

God is saying here is that he is the final arbiter of retributive 

justice, and vengeance is to be found ultimately on ly in him.  He 

has appointed government as his agent to be the one  exacting the 

vengeance.  That's supposed to free you and I up fo r the task of 

forgiveness.  But because government is a fallen, s inful and highly 

flawed institution, it very seldom lives up to its obligations.  

So how does this teaching of Jesus affect us on a d ay in, day out 



basis when we've been wronged criminally, civilly, socially or 

spiritually?  Well, the principle remains the same.   Let me repeat 

it.  This is Jesus:  "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 th e right cheek, 

turn to him the other also.  And if anyone would su e you and take 

your tunic, let him have your cloak as well.  And i f anyone forces 

you to go one mile, go with him two miles.  Give to  the one who 

begs from you, and do not refuse the one who would borrow from you.  

You have heard that it was said, 'You shall love yo ur neighbor and 

hate your enemy.'  But I said to you, love your ene mies and pray 

for those who persecute you, so that you may be son s of your Father 

who is in heaven."   

What Jesus is doing is he's describing four differe nt areas of life 

where we can be confronted with an obvious injustic e, and in each 

case Jesus' response is radical but it 's identical.   The first is 

the personal sphere, there's the sphere of unwarran ted violence.  

Jesus says:  "If anyone slaps you on the right cheek, turn to hi m 

the other also."   Then there's the civil sphere where we might face  

an unjust lawsuit.  Jesus says:  "If anyone would sue you and take 

your tunic, let him have your cloak as well."   Then there's the 

political military sphere which has the power to co erce.  Jesus 

says:  "If anyone forces you to go one mile, go with him t wo 



miles."   And then there's the social, and in the social Je sus comes 

at the problem from the other side.  He says if som eone has been a 

victim and he seeks to beg or borrow from you, do n ot refuse him or 

her.  Again, "Give to the one who begs from you and do not refus e 

the one who would borrow from you."   So what Jesus is he doing is 

he's covering all of our interactions that involve injustice.  He's 

talking about injustice received, injustice perceiv ed, and 

injustice redeemed.  And in each case Jesus calls u s to radically 

re-examine the way we react and respond when we are  a victim.  He 

sums up his teaching by saying:  "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 perse cute you, so 

that you may be sons of your Father who is in heave n."   

You see, Jesus's goal here, the goal of our sanctif ication is that 

we become little Christs, sons of our Father who is  in heaven.  

C.S. Lewis wrote this in Mere Christianity, he said :  "We shall 

love the Father as Christ does and the Holy Ghost w ill arise in us.  

He came to this world and became a man in order to spread to other 

men the kind of life He has -- by what I call 'good  infection.'  

Every Christian is to become a little Christ.  The whole purpose of 

becoming a Christian is simply nothing else."  

This is the big question.  And the question is:  Ho w do we become a 



"little Christ"?  We imitate the real Christ.  I kn ow in my life 

and in the lives of many people that I have had the  opportunity to 

advise, this is the most practical advice I can giv e you, and it 

comes right from the mouth of the Lord Jesus Christ .  When someone 

has harmed you, when someone has done something tha t is so deeply 

hurtful that you find yourself at a loss for words,  you basically 

have two very different pathways that you might fin d yourself on.  

Number one, they may just seek your forgiveness and  if they do, 

consider yourself blessed and grant it.  What about  those times 

when we are victimized and those who have victimize d us either 

don't know or don't care about the consequences?  W hat do we do 

then?  Once again Jesus said it best:  "But I say to you, love your 

enemies and pray for those who persecute you, so th at you may be 

sons of your Father who is in heaven."   

Now I've often shared my own personal encounter wit h a situation I 

had that was very similar to this.  Bear with me if  it 's 

repetitive.  But many years ago I had been wronged by someone 

personally, socially and spiritually, and for many,  many months it 

was -- it l iterally made a wreck out of me.  I coul dn't believe 

that somebody that I considered to be a close dear friend, that he 

would stab me in the back the way I perceived that this person had, 

and I couldn't help but play the tape over and over  and over again 

in my mind until I realized that the one who was be ing made 



miserable was not "my enemy" but me.  I figured, yo u know, he was 

not walking down the street suddenly gripped by pan gs of conscience 

as I was often times suddenly gripped by pangs of b itterness.  And 

he certainly wasn't playing the tape over and over in his mind as I 

was playing it in mine.  I was the one who was play ing the tapes 

and I was the one who was allowing them to continua lly get the 

better of me.  And it was at one of those moments t hat the words of 

Jesus at first very reluctantly began to make sense .  Love your 

enemies and pray for those who persecute you.  And so I began to 

pray for this person -- and I say this to people al l the time -- 

not for his sake but for your own sake.  See, I kne w that I could 

not afford to be locked into this pattern where 20 or 30 times a 

day I would find myself brooding over what this per son had done to 

me.  I just didn't have the energy to spare for tha t, and so like I 

said, I reluctantly at first began to pray.  And I had just 

recently read C.S. Lewis's Screwtape Letters.  Those of you who 

don't know, it 's a fictional account of corresponde nce between a 

senior devil named "Screwtape" and his junior devil  nephew named 

"Wormwood."  Fred's study group in fact is doing th at even now.  

The correspondence is over this junior devil's lous y poor 

performance at getting this person that he's assign ed to to fail.  

And to fail is to become a Christian.  The senior d evil always has 

this threatening tone because his junior devil is a lways messing 

things up, and against all of the odds, this person  is moving 



closer and closer to the gospel.  So the junior dev il is always in 

trouble.  I just pictured my prayers having the ben efit of getting 

whatever junior devil was assigned to me in as much  trouble as I 

could get him in, because I pictured him as some ju nior league 

minor league junior varsity devil assigned to jam t his person's 

problems with me into my life at every opportunity.   And I decided 

that it would be in my best interest and his worst interest for me 

to take the time whenever my mind went there to sto p right then and 

there and to pray for this person.  And I've shared  with you many 

times what a terrible prayer my first prayer was:  "Lord, may a 

brick fall on his head."  And I know that's my own personal 

imprecatory psalm, but I also know that after I pra yed, I said, 

"Lord, I know that's a terrible prayer but it's a s tart.  It 's the 

best thing that I can do to start off with."  And l ike I said, I 

used to pray for this person 25, 30, sometimes 40 t imes a day 

because I didn't know what else to do.  I did this for months.  And 

during the course of the time that I spent praying,  I began to 

sense the Holy Spirit taking over my prayers and ch anging them.  I 

started to see that I was not completely innocent i n the situation 

after all, that I had some confessing to do as well , and I began to 

see this person, sin and all, as a person to be pit ied in the best 

possible sense.  And so I prayed and prayed and pra yed and God 

answered but it wasn't until seven or eight months later and it was 

a situation where I heard the person's name come up  and I realized 



for the very first time I didn't have this burst of  adrenaline or 

bitterness.  I just experienced freedom.  In fact I  heard his name 

and there was nothing but peace and calm.  And I re alized that by 

simple obedience to what Jesus said:  "But I say to you, love your 

enemies and pray for those who persecute you,"  I was able to get 

that monkey off my back.  I was able to gain comple te control over 

it.  That's the power of the gospel.  It's a power available to 

every one of us but it 's seldom used.  And the key to the power is 

simple, we imitate Christ.  We become little Christ s.  And the 

Christ that we imitate knows all about injustice on  the receiving 

end.  He knows how terribly governments can fail at  being God's 

servant for justice.  He received from the Roman go vernment the 

greatest injustice the universe has ever known.  He  was on the 

receiving end of injustice personally, civilly, pol itically, 

militarily and socially.  There's not one sphere of  human endeavor 

that did not overwhelmingly pour out injustice on J esus, and he is 

our model.  He's who we imitate.  

Well, so how did Jesus find the grace to endure whe n he was the 

victim?  1 Peter 2  says:  For to this you have been called, because 

Christ also suffered for you, leaving you an exampl e, so that you 

might follow in his steps.  He committed no sin, ne ither was deceit 

found in his mouth.  When he was reviled, he did no t revile in 

return; when he suffered, he did not threaten, but continued 



entrusting himself to him who judges justly.   Jesus was able to 

endure by trusting ultimately in the one who judges  justly.  So the 

question for all of us is can we do that?  We can i f we place our 

trust in the very same God.  You see, we don't do v engeance very 

well and God does vengeance perfectly.  His justice  is retributive 

justice because an eye for an eye is what justice c alls for.  But 

it's also restorative justice because as Romans 8:28  says:  We know 

that for those who love God all things work togethe r for good.   And 

finally, we know that this is righteous justice bec ause of who God 

is.  Genesis 18:25:  "Shall not the judge of all the ear th do what 

is just?"   God appointed government to be his agent of justi ce, and 

almost all of the times government fails.  But God' s justice never 

fails.  Jesus trusted enough in that justice to end ure crucifixion 

on our behalf.  I just can't help but think that in  places like 

Syria right now our brothers and sisters are imitat ing Christ by 

enduring the very same thing, literally there are p eople being 

crucified for Christ.  Clearly that government has failed.  Yet 

these folks can go to their deaths singing by trust ing in Him who 

judges justly.  Now it's doubtful that we'll ever e ven get near 

that, but we have seen that injustice towards Chris t and his 

kingdom in our culture is on the march.  And so we,  too, need to 

learn this same lesson of trust because when injust ice comes, our 

marching orders are identical.  Again:  "You have heard that it was 

said, 'You shall love your neighbor and hate your e nemy' but I say 



to you, love your enemies and pray for those who pe rsecute you, so 

that you may be sons of your Father who is in heave n."   Let's pray.  

Father God, I do thank you and praise you for your word, I thank 

you for a way of thinking that is so counterintuiti ve, we just 

seldom if ever go there.  Lord, when we are hurt, w e want to hurt 

back.  Father, help us to understand that governmen t has been 

established as your agent to reek vengeance, freein g us up to offer 

forgiveness and yet that so often doesn't happen.  Father God, I 

just pray that you would give us the grace to trust  in you 

implicitly and explicitly, that you would give us t he ability to 

place our trust in the one who judges justly.  We p ray this in 

Jesus' name.  Amen.  


