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The Way of Jesus:  Disarming Your Opponent 

Matthew 5:38-41 

 

Introduction – MLK 

Most of us in this room know the name of Martin Luther King, Jr.  Perhaps half of us are old 

enough to remember the turbulent days in which he led the Civil Rights Movement in this 

country.  The younger half will either know him from school or the holiday which bears his 

name.  But did you know that Martin Luther King was an American Baptist Pastor?  He was one 

of us!  

 

I know that when I mention his name some may have conflicted feelings about him.  He was an 

imperfect man, I know.  Still, if you read his sermons and objectively look at his life mission, he 

was a remarkable man that God used to make significant changes in our culture.  Without 

question, it was the teachings and example of Jesus that motivated his philosophy and approach 

of non-violence to overcome the racial oppression that every Negro of his generation and before 

had known.   

 

It was not an easy road.  Jim Crow laws did everything to de-humanize and humiliate black 

people.  They were assigned seats in the back of the bus or restaurant in order to make white 

people feel comfortable.  They couldn’t use the same restrooms, water fountain, or laundromat as 

white folks.  Those who defied the laws would feel the force of verbal and physical abuse, arrest, 

and even murder.  When the non-violent Civil Rights Movement began in the 1950’s, King and 

his followers faced an uphill battle of non-stop dehumanizing opposition.  They were arrested, 

knocked down with fire hoses, mauled by police dogs, beaten with sticks, cursed at, spat upon 

and, yes, some were killed.   

 

They retaliated with the most profound and unstoppable force imaginable: love.  They refused to 

hate and in so doing disempowered and humiliated those who hated them.  It’s easy to see it now 

in hindsight.  Watch some of the movies about the Civil Rights Movement and the actions of the 

hateful white bigots are disgusting and almost laughable.  They would hurl their most vile hatred 
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at Negros only to be met with non-resistance that asserted the dignity and humanity of the black 

man.  It was a winning counter-punch.   

 

King said, “I love you.  I would rather die than hate you.”  Throughout his adult life he was hated 

with the most violent hatred – hatred that eventually would assassinate him on a hotel balcony in 

Memphis.  But he never returned the hatred.  Never.  He had a greater weapon that he learned 

from Jesus.  It eventually won the day:  love.   

 

The Word – Matthew 5:38-41 

[Jesus said,] “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. And if anyone would sue you and take your tunic, let him have your cloak as 

well. And if 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.” 

 

This is the way of Jesus. 

 

Prayer 

 

An Eye for an Eye 

This passage is the fifth of six deconstructive teachings that Jesus gives in the Sermon on the 

Mount.  Each begins with the phrase, “You have heard it said…” followed by “…but I say unto 

you.”  This is one of the most remarkable things about the Sermon on the Mount.  Let’s take just 

a short sneak-peek at what lies ahead.  Turn over to the epilogue of the Sermon in verses 28 & 29 

of Chapter 7:  “And when Jesus finished these sayings, the crowds were astonished at his 

teaching, for he was teaching them as one who had authority, and not as their scribes.”   

 

Each time that Jesus uses this formula, “you have heard it said, but I say unto you…” he is 

directly quoting the Old Testament and going to the heart of what God intended for his people.  

The religious teachers and Pharisees had quoted Scripture correctly but they had twisted its 

meaning to serve their own personal purposes.  They got the letter of the law but denied the spirit 
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of it.  Jesus would have none of it.  He went straight for the heart.  You see, following Jesus is 

not a matter of following legalistic rules, but rather a heart that is surrendered and submissive to 

God.   

 

When Moses told the people in Deuteronomy 19:20-21, “an eye for an eye and a tooth for a 

tooth” he was setting the limits for just retaliation.  Our human tendency is to seek our own 

revenge which is always more damaging than the injury inflicted upon us.  That’s why every 

feud and ever war escalates in violence.  Moses’ teaching set the limits on justice so that violence 

would not escalate.  

 

Disarming Oppression 

But Jesus’ teaching is radical.  It goes beyond justice, reasserting the dignity and humanity of the 

injured person through love.  This is not the way we naturally live.  When we are insulted or 

attacked, our immediate inclination is to strike back.  But is Jesus teaching his followers to just 

lie down and be a doormat for people?  Let them do their worst and walk all over you?  Some 

have taught that.   

 

Jesus is not advocating that we be passive doormats.  The Jesus way is subversive to the abusers 

of the world.  It disarms them and takes away their power.  For the evil aggressor, there is no 

answer for what Jesus is teaching.   

 

Jesus is very specific in what he is saying in each instance in this passage.  Those who heard him 

in his day would have immediately understood the implications of what he was teaching.  

Because we are two thousand years removed and in a different culture, we may have a hard time 

understanding what he meant.   

 

In Jesus’ day, it was culturally unacceptable to use your left hand in social dealings with other 

people.  It is still true in some cultures today.  The left hand was used to deal with the distasteful 

functions of the body.  To use your left hand in public was unacceptable.  Notice that Jesus said 

very specifically, “if anyone slaps you on the right cheek...”  Such an action could only have 

been a backhand with the right hand.  It was a violent gesture meant, not so much to harm, but to 
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humiliate.  It was done by masters to slaves and men to women.  But Jesus says, “Turn the other 

cheek.”   In effect, the one who turns the other cheek is asserting their dignity as an equal human 

being.  If the aggressor was to hit the left cheek, they would have to use a fist, which was only 

done in a fight with equals.  By non-violent resistance, Jesus was teaching his followers to make 

a bold choice to assert their humanity.   

 

It’s the same with the case of being sued in court for your underwear.  (That’s the picture that 

Jesus is painting.)  Once again, the intention is to humiliate.  Jesus suggests his followers strip 

naked and give the oppressor everything.  In that day, to look on a naked person was deeply 

shameful.  Jesus’ audience would have immediately understood what he was saying.  I suspect 

he got lots of laughs at this suggestion of how to turn the tables on the abuser in court. The 

victim again, through non-violent reprisal, takes the upper hand by asserting their dignity and 

worth as an equal human being.   

 

Roman soldiers in that day had the practice of forcing conquered people to carry their heavy 

gear.  But they had very strict limits on what they could demand of the conquered people so that 

they would avoid eventual rebellion.  They could only demand that their gear be carried for one 

mile.  To force someone to carry beyond that point would make them subject to discipline by 

their superior officers.  So imagine the picture.  At the mile point the subjected man keeps 

carrying the gear up the road with the soldier chasing after him, saying, “Wait!  You’ve gone far 

enough.  I’m going to get in trouble.”  Through non-violent service, the oppressed person is 

subversively asserting his dignity and worth.  Those who sat at Jesus’ feet would not have 

missed this point. 

 

To make his point clear, Jesus extends the principle of giving of oneself when demands are made 

to the beggar and the borrower.  The point is, through love, human worth is elevated and 

aggression is disarmed.   

 

There is no answer for love.  It always wins.   
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The Jesus Way 

Most of us today are not being backhanded by someone.  I’ve never heard of someone being 

sued for their underwear in order to humiliate them.  No one in our culture is forced to carry the 

heavy gear of a soldier today.   

 

No.  The way that we violently dehumanize other people is with our words.  It may not be 

physical, but it is just as damaging to the soul.  And our first inclination is to strike back.  Only 

we do it more socially acceptable ways through gossip, passive aggressive actions and nursing a 

grudge.  We’re pretty good at that.   

 

I’ve got a fair amount of German blood in me.  My last name gives it away.  I got it from my 

father.  My mother always said, “You can always tell a German, but you can’t tell him much.”  

Maybe it’s German.   I think it’s human nature.  When you believe you’re right, you hold on to 

your position with great stubbornness.  When you’ve suffered an injustice your insides burn until 

it is made right.  And if you can’t make it right, you hold that grudge until the time is right when 

you can exact your revenge.  Sometimes, the best revenge is to just shut that person out of your 

life by refusing any contact or speaking with them.  If you call yourself a Jesus-follower, you 

can’t live that way.  You can’t.  The Apostle Paul summarized Jesus’ teaching this way: 

 

Bless those who persecute you; bless and do not curse them. Rejoice with those who 

rejoice, weep with those who weep. Live in harmony with one another. Do not be 

haughty, but associate with the lowly.  Never be wise in your own sight. Repay no one 

evil for evil, but give thought to do what is honorable in the sight of all. If possible, so far 

as it depends on you, live peaceably with all. 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.” 

To the contrary, “if your enemy is hungry, feed him; if he is thirsty, give him something 

to drink; for by so doing you will heap burning coals on his head.” Do not be overcome 

by evil, but overcome evil with good. 

Romans 12:14-21 
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Most of us probably have someone in our life that has hurt us either through their words or 

through their actions.  (Pause)  Friends, this is where we live.  God is speaking you today.   

 

(Exercise:  visualize that person in your hand.  Make a fist around that person.  Tighten it.  All 

the hurt.  All the resentment.  Tighten it.  Do not be overcome by evil, but overcome evil by 

good.  If you’re going to follow Jesus, you have to intentionally love that person with action. 

That’s what it means to turn the other cheek.  If you haven’t spoken to them, speak to them.  If 

you’ve cut off the relationship, restore the relationship.  The only way you can release the 

tension in your fist around that person is through an act of love.  If you’re willing to do that, 

slowly open your hand.  Overcome evil with love.  Now go and do what you’ve intended to do.) 

 

Not only did Jesus teach this, but he lived it in the most powerful way.  No man has suffered 

more injustice than Jesus did.  Though he was completely innocent, he suffered almost 

unimaginable abuse.  He was mocked and insulted.  He did not open his mouth.  He was spat 

upon and he never retaliated.  He was whipped until the flesh on his back tore open. He was 

beaten with fists and rods.  He had 10,000 angels at his disposal to destroy his abusers but he did 

not issue the command.  He was forced to carry his own cross up the hill and he went as far as he 

could.  And when they nailed him to the cross he said, “Father, forgive them, for they know not 

what they do.”   

 

Jesus turned the other cheek.  He was stripped naked of all his clothes.  He carried my cross and 

your cross.  He gave everything.  And in the end, he won by love.  He defeated, once and for all, 

the power of evil and gave us salvation when he rose from the grave three days later.   

 

You see, love always wins.  This is the way of Jesus.  This is how we are to live. 

 

 

 


