
Just a Minute…  

 
Matthew 5:38-44 “You have heard that it was said, 'Eye for eye, and tooth for tooth.' But I tell you, do not resist an evil person. If 
anyone slaps you on the right cheek, turn to them the other cheek also … You have heard that it was said, 'Love your neighbour 
and hate your enemy.' But I tell you, love your enemies and pray for those who persecute you, that you may be children of your 
Father in heaven. He causes His sun to rise on the evil and the good, and sends rain on the righteous and the unrighteous. If you 
love those who love you, what reward will you get?  Are not even the tax collectors doing that? And if you greet only your own 
people, what are you doing more than others? Do not even pagans do that? Be perfect, therefore, as your heavenly Father is 

perfect.” 
 

Christian Retaliation  
 

The Lord concludes His sermon in Matthew 5 with a teaching that 
must have raised a murmur or two. Most of those present were 
probably seeking political instructions more than religious teachings, 
least of all a message of ‘passive’ acceptance and forgiveness. They 
legitimately felt victimised and marginalised by the Roman Empire 
and were looking for a leader who would inspire them to fight for 
freedom and justice. After all, they were oppressed, threatened and 
treated like foreigners in their own country.  Jesus fully understood 
this. 
 
Nothing has changed today. The recent Dutch election once again 
proved the divisions in European politics that divide nationalists and 
‘refu-phobics’ from those who seek humanity and open borders. In 
the USA, the nation is witnessing the maturity of ‘identity politics’, a 
system that defines people by their racial, religious, cultural or sexual 
orientation, and is creating a platform for anger and hatred.  In South 
Africa, sadly, public divide over racial issues are far from over: on the 
one hand, those who make it their public duty to create suspicion 
and fear, either through loudspeakers at protest rallies or through 
social media from home, and on the other hand, those ever-present 

souls who simply encourage everybody else to passively accept the status quo, the crime and the murders. Both 
activists and pacifists are always a deep source of frustration to one another. The Lord fully understands this, and that 
is why a ‘third way’ is offered to those who are discontent with being passive spectators but at the same time refuse 
to be resisting aggressors. 
 

The ‘Third Way’ 
 

In his books "Engaging the Powers" and "The Powers That Be”, Walter Wink argues that Jesus rejected these two 
common ways of responding to injustice: violent resistance and passive acceptance. Instead, Jesus advocated a third 
way: retaliating with an assertive but non-violent response. The key to understanding Wink's argument is a detailed 
attention to the social customs of the Jewish homeland in the first century and what Jesus’ sayings would have meant 
in that context. To illustrate, let’s look at the saying about ‘turning the other cheek’. Jesus specifies that the person 
has been struck on the right cheek, not just the cheek. How can you be struck on the right cheek? As Wink emphasises, 
you have to act this out in order to get the point: you can be struck on the right cheek only by an open hand blow with 
the left hand, or with a backhand blow from the right hand (try it). However, in that culture, people did not use the 
left hand to strike others. It was reserved for “unseemly" uses. Thus, being struck on the right cheek meant that one 
had been backhanded with the right hand. Given the social customs of the day, a backhand blow was the way a 
superior hit an inferior, whereas one fought social equals with fists. 
 

This means the teaching of Jesus presupposes a setting in which a superior is beating an inferior, a ‘majority’ is picking 
on a ‘minority’, or simply the ‘advantaged’ (politically or economically) are looking down on the ‘disadvantaged’. What 
should the response be? "Turn the other cheek" are the words of Christ. (Don’t stop reading here – this has got nothing 
to do with passive acceptance.) 
 



What would be the effect? The only way the superior could continue the beating would be by completely repositioning 
himself and give backhand blow with his right hand to the left cheek of the other person – which is basically impossible 
to do – try it.  The other option was to continue with an overhand blow with the fist – which would have meant treating 
the inferior as an equal. Perhaps the beating would not have been stopped by this. But for the superior, it would at 
the very least have been disconcerting: he could continue the beating only by treating the inferior as a social peer. As 
Wink puts it, the inferior person was in effect saying, "I am your equal. I refuse to be humiliated anymore, but I will 
not resort to your tactics." That is not all. The sayings about "going the second mile" and "giving your cloak to one 
who sues you for your coat" make a similar point: they suggest creative non-violent ways of protesting oppression 
by seeing it as an opportunity. 
 
Christians are not people who passively accept ridicule, persecution and affliction. They retaliate! But they do not 
retaliate with the weapons or the attitudes of the world. Followers of Christ need to be taught that it is okay to take 
revenge, but that they need to use the fruits of the Spirit to do so. If someone hurts them (consider the supreme 
example set by Christ on the cross), we take revenge by offering forgiveness. If someone threatens our safety and 
security, we take revenge by praying for them. Two things will happen:  “In doing this, you will heap burning coals on 
his head, and the LORD will reward you.” (Proverbs 25:22)   
 
William Barclay says the following: “The simple fact is that the world will never have any use for Christianity, unless it 
can prove that it produces the best men and women. The authentic mark of a Christian is a life lived on the standards 
of Jesus Christ.” 
 

“If it is possible, as far as it depends on you, live at peace with everyone.” (Romans 12:18) 


