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One persecuted pastor warned that “the belief that God doesn’t want His 

people to suffer” has a corrupting influence on the church.1 If you believe 

that God never wants you to experience affliction or hardship, and that 

God’s blessing only comes through positive things, you will find yourself 

disillusioned and discouraged. But the good news is that God is always 

working, even through the hardship and suffering of our lives as we trust in 

Him.  

� In James 1:2-4, God uses trials to produce endurance that leads to 

maturity in the believer’s life. Will you embrace that?  

� In 1 Peter 1, God uses trials in proving our faith to be genuine. Will 

you embrace that? 

� In Romans 5:1-5, God uses tribulation to produce proven character 

through perseverance that results in hope. Will you embrace that? 

� In Psalm 119, God supplies affliction to strengthen our trust in God’s 

word and our obedience to His commands. Will you embrace that? 

� In 2 Cor 1:8-9, God uses affliction to strip us of self-reliance so as to 

trust in God alone who raises the dead. Will you embrace that? 

� In 2 Cor 4:10-11 God uses suffering to make Christ evident in us. Will 

you embrace that? 

� In 2 Cor 4:17, God uses affliction to produce eternal rewards for our 

joy. Will you embrace that? 

 

If you’ve been at Trinity for a while, hopefully this kind of thinking is not 

foreign to you. Developing a biblical theology of difficult circumstances is 

not hard. All have to do is read the Bible and take it to heart. The real test 

comes when we have to live with difficult people who make life hard for us. 

 

The question is, will we be distinctively Christ-like when it comes to dealing 

with difficult people who seem bent on making our lives painful?  

 

                                                           
1 Josef Tson (Romania), quoted by Randy Alcorn in April 22, 2010 article, “How the 

Health and Wealth Gospel Perverts Our View of Evil and Suffering.”  

What if the person who causes us pain was sent to us by God so that they 

could see grace triumph over evil? What if the only way for them to see 

God’s grace is to see us bleed grace by the suffering they themselves inflict 

upon us? What if they were sent to us by God so that we could serve them 

and they could experience God’s love?  

 

In Matt 5:38-42 Jesus issues His followers a call to radical righteousness 

(that exceeds that of the scribes and pharisees). Our righteousness will 

appear radical to this world when pleasing God means that loving people in 

the name of Christ is of greater worth than minimizing our own personal 

affliction—in fact, we may even embrace suffering to love those who hate 

us.  

 

I think Jesus would ask, what is of greater value to you and which are you 

more inclined to, to minimize discomfort or to love people as an expression 

of God’s love?  

 

Here’s what I encourage you to take to heart from today’s message: 

Because self-interest does not rule in the kingdom of God, we are free to 

voluntarily suspend our personal rights to treat others as God has loved us 

in Christ.  

 

One of the ways that we show the world the enduring riches of the gospel, is that when we 

are anchored in the favor of God through Christ, we don’t need money to have security, we 

don’t need revenge to have peace, we don’t need to be treated with honor by other people. 

In fact, you can even endanger yourself to serve other’s in Jesus’ name.  

 

Remember, that we are in the portion of Matt 5 where Jesus is uprooting 

the tradition of the Pharisees and restoring the true spirit of God’s law. 

Today is the fifth of 6 examples, of Jesus calling us to a true righteousness 

that exceeds the false, self-righteousness of the Pharisees.  

 

In vs. 38, Jesus addresses the Pharisee’s love of Ex 21:20 (cf. Lev 24:20; Deut 

19:21): “An eye for an eye and a tooth for a tooth.” The Lord sets forth this 

injunction multiple times in the OT. The first thing to note is that it was 



judicial in nature. Given the context of Ex 21, the law is establishing 

parameters of justice that judges were to carry out in Israel to fulfill a two-

fold purpose. On the one hand, it was meant as a way of ensuring justice 

and deterring evil. For example, Dt 19 says, “thus you shall purge the evil 

from among you. And the rest will hear and be afraid, and will never again 

do such an evil thing among you. Thus you shall not show pity: life for life, 

eye for eye, tooth for tooth, hand for hand, foot for foot” (Dt 19:20-21). On 

the other hand, this law was meant to guard against excessive punishment. 

For example, if someone knocks out your tooth, only his tooth should be 

taken, not his eye or his hand!  

 

Keep in mind, that these were judicial parameters, where a 3rd party judge 

was making a legal ruling. “An eye for an eye and a tooth for a tooth” was 

never meant to encourage the pursuit of personal revenge or to encourage 

taking the law into your own hands. Yet the Pharisees used this command as 

a way of justifying and even encouraging personal vengeance.  

 

Yet, without undermining the place for civil justice, Jesus dismantled the 

Pharisees’ interpretation by clarifying what our personal response should 

be: “I say to you, do not resist an evil person.” In other words, “fighting 

back” or taking hold of your personal rights should not be your default 

response. Instead, your default response should be one of love.  

 

Many people have misapplied this teaching of Jesus in a way that would 

conflict with other NT passages. We need to be careful to remember that 

Jesus’ teaching here is not meant to be a legalistic law that is binding in 

every situation. The sermon on the mount is more likes proverbs, general 

principles that must be applied with discernment based on the situation and 

the whole counsel of God. For example, when Jesus says, don’t resist an evil 

person, is he calling us to pacifism or suggesting that we should not stand 

up to tyranny or uphold justice? Some have taken it to mean those things. 

However, I don’t believe that’s what Jesus is getting at because it doesn’t 

square with a multitude of other NT passages.  

 

For example, Romans 13 and I Peter 2 clearly establish the place of military 

force to oppose evil. The church is called to exercise church discipline and 

put out the wicked or rebellious one from their assembly. So clearly, Jesus is 

not teaching us to not resist evil. What He’s doing is correcting the 

pharisee’s view of what our default response should be on a personal level 

to difficult people and circumstances.  

 

We need to be careful that we don’t make the same mistake the Pharisees 

did, though in the opposite direction. They blurred the lines between a 

judicial response to evil and a personal response to people in a way that 

condoned personal revenge. Let’s not make the mistake of blurring the lines 

between a judicial response to evil and a personal response to people that 

leads to injustice. In many cases we will need both rather than one or the 

other.  

 

Illus: For example, a number of years ago when some young men broke into 

our church to vandalize it and steal our equipment, it was right and biblical 

for us to have judicial response in which they had to answer to the court of 

law and it was right for us to extend forgiveness to them at the proper time 

on a personal level. And that appeared, at least to some (DA), as a radical 

righteousness. (courtroom experience) 

 

Notice, Jesus says, “don’t resist an evil person.” Obviously this person is not 

a citizen of the kingdom of God. They belong to the kingdom of darkness. 

They represent an opposing kingdom. Our job is to represent the kingdom 

of God at all times in all situations. Our job is to be distinctive as children of 

God. So let me come back to my earlier question: will you be distinctively 

Christ-like in dealing with difficult people, even those who need to face 

judicial punishment? What will your response look like?  

 

Jesus gives us four examples of how it might look to make love our default 

response rather than self-defense as our default response:  

 

1. Return personal insult with love rather than retaliation (Mt 5:39). 

 

THIS IS HARD! That’s what makes it radical. Jesus says, “whoever 

slaps you on the right cheek, turn to him the other also.” In Jewish 

culture, a slap in the face was the ultimate insult. So we are talking 

here about how to respond to personal insult. My natural tendency, 

your natural tendency, is to want to retaliate.  

 



As human beings, as image-bearers of God, we have the right to be 

treated with basic dignity and respect.2 But Jesus wants to shape in 

us a spirit that does not easily take offence or immediately seek 

retaliation.3 He would have us die to self in such a way that we 

become more indifferent to self and self-esteem and more sensitive 

to people. Those who have a nonavenging, humble and gentle spirit 

leave the protection and defense of their dignity in God’s hands.  

 

Never forget, that it is pride in us that takes offense to personal 

insult. But what if pride was replaced with love? 

 

2. Make love a higher priority than your own personal rights In every 

relationship (Mt 5:40).  

 

We’ve now moved from personal insult to litigation: “If anyone 

wants to sue you and take your shirt, let him have your coat also.” 

According to OT law, you could take a man’s shirt as collateral but 

not his coat (which doubled as a blanket). If a man offered his coat, 

you were required to return it by nightfall (Ex 22:26-27).  

 

Jesus does not indicate whether we are at fault or not, but that’s 

not the point. If a man sues for a shirt because we have wronged 

him, we should be willing to pay beyond what the court requires. 

Why? Because we value our relationships more than we value our 

possessions. In other words, what is necessary to make sure that we 

have given proper restitution for the relationship to be reconciled?  

 

Even if the person is merely suing out of ill-will, do we place a higher 

value on expressing Christ-like love or on insisting on personal 

rights. In other words, are we willing to set aside personal rights for 

sake of love because we value people more than possessions?  

 

Lest you think that I am overstating the matter, let me remind you 

that in I Cor 6 Paul instructed believers not to take one another to 

court for it would be better to be wronged, it would be better to be  

defrauded than to make the gospel appear incompetent before the 

                                                           
2 John MacArthur, MacArthur NT Commentary: Matthew 1-7, pg. 333.  
3 D. Martyn Lloyd-Jones, Studied in the Sermon on the Mount, pg. 249.  

world in resolving conflict. To be wronged (without resolution) is 

better than to be resentful and retaliate.  

 

3. Clothe your relationships with honor by giving more than is 

expected of you (Mt 5:41).  

 

Vs. 41: “whoever forces you to go one mile, go with him two.” In the 

days of Jesus, Roman law gave a soldier the right to force a civilian 

to carry his pack for one mile.4 While this would provide some relief 

for the soldier, you can imagine how much a Jew would resent 

carrying a Roman soldiers equipment while under their oppression. 

Yet Jesus is suggesting that he not only do it willingly, but go beyond 

what was required of him rather than clinging to his right to stop 

after the first mile.  

 

If we should be willing to do more than is demanded of us when 

drafted to involuntary labor, how much more should we serve our 

employers, who pay us, with honor by doing more than is expected. 

To merely do what’s minimal does not represent Christ well.  

 

And if we should honor our employers by doing more than what’s 

expected, how much more should we do the same for our family 

members that we love. When our kids were younger, we would ask 

them to do an “honor check” after they had completed their 

chores—to look for something extra they could do as an expression 

of honor. Jesus is calling us to do the same. 

 

4. Don’t withhold your ability to meet another’s need out of self-

interest (Mt 5:42). 

 

Vs. 42: “Give to him who asks of you, and do not turn away him who 

wants to borrow from you.” The key to generous and sacrificial love 

is to remember that everything we have is from the Lord and 

belongs to the Lord. We are stewards of what He’s entrusted to us.  

 

Illus: van  

 

4 MacArthur, pg. 334.  



Certainly, Jesus is not advocating that we foolishly give to those who 

ask money or possessions for illegitimate reasons—we have to 

exercise discernment. But when we discern that a need is 

legitimate, He is calling us to be generous and even sacrificial in 

meeting that need. Sometimes it will be difficult to discern the level 

of the need, but I would suggest that it would be best for us to err 

on the side of giving rather than to err on the side of withholding.  

 

The natural tendency is to hoard out of self-interest. But the spirit 

of Christ is generosity. 2 Cor 8:9 says, “for you know of the grace of 

our Lord Jesus Christ, that though He was rich, yet for your sake He 

became poor, that you through His poverty might become rich” (2 

Cor 8:9). Of course, Paul is speaking here of being made rich 

spiritually in Christ. And yet our spiritual wealth, having all the grace 

we need from God as our Father, Savior, and provider, enables us to 

be generous with our money and possessions.  

 

Paul went on to say, “God is able to make all grace abound to you, 

that always having all sufficiency in everything, you may have an 

abundance for every good deed” (2 Cor 9:8). This verse does not 

mean that you won’t feel the sting of sacrifice, but it does promise 

that God will give you the grace you need in that season of sacrifice.  

 

So what does that grace look like? Paul gives a startling yet beautiful 

example in 1 Cor 8: “We wish to make known to you the grace of 

God which has been given in the churches of Macedonia, that in a 

great ordeal of affliction their abundance of joy and their deep 

poverty overflowed in the wealth of their liberality. For I testify 

that according to their ability, and beyond their ability they gave 

of their own accord…” In other words, the Macedonian believers 

gave what they didn’t have to spare. They gave sacrificially because 

God’s grace empowered them to value love more than today’s 

meal.  

 

Now, these four examples of what it looks like for love to be our default 

response rather than self-defense, is probably harder for Americans than 

anyone else, because we live the most rights-conscious society of all time. 

And every one of these examples has to do with a legitimate personal right.  

                                                           
5 Lloyd-Jones, pg. 257.  

� If someone slaps you in the face, do you have a legitimate right to 

dignity as a human being? Yes! 

� If someone sues you for your shirt, do you have a legitimate right to 

your coat (your essential necessities)? Yes! 

� If someone has the authority to demand one mile of you, do you 

have the right to stop at the end of that mile? Yes! 

� If someone asks you to meet a need, do you have a legitimate right 

to decide how you spend your money? Yes!  

 

I’m not suggesting that Jesus is abdicating/relinquishing all personal rights. 

But Jesus is suggesting that those who truly follow Him will being willing to 

suspend their personal rights at times for the sake of demonstrating Christ-

like love that stands out in distinctive contrast to the natural man. We have 

the right to suspend our personal rights for the sake of the gospel.  

 

In I Cor 9 Paul reminds us that he had a right to be financially supported by 

the church and to have a family, yet he suspended his personal rights for the 

sake of the gospel. More importantly, Jesus Himself suspended His personal 

rights as God to take on human flesh, become a servant, and die a death He 

did not deserve because he valued divine love over self-interest.   

 

Notice that is all four examples above, the natural human response if one of 

self-defense…. But Jesus is calling us to have a radically different response. I 

think Lloyd-Jones was right when he said the underlying doctrine in this 

passage that we need to deal with is the doctrine of self. When someone 

insults you or wants to take advantage of you, what is it in you that takes 

such deep offense? Why are you more quick to defend your “rights” than to 

represent your Savior? What is it that makes you want to pursue justice but 

not love? Is it not a loyal love of self?  

 

Lloyd-Jones said it this way, “we must rid ourselves of this constant tendency 

to be watching the interests of self, to be always on the lookout for insults, 

or attacks, or injuries, always in this defensive attitude….We must cease to 

be sensitive about self. This morbid [sensitivity], this whole condition in 

which self is ‘on edge’ and so delicately and sensitively poised and balanced 

that the slightest disturbance can upset its equilibrium, must be got rid of.”5 

 



When we find ourselves confronted by difficult people and painful 

circumstances, an honest evaluation will reveal that the depth of our 

struggle has more to do with our love of self that the other person. But if 

the gospel turns us from loving self to loving God and others, suddenly 

painful circumstances and prickly people become opportunities to bleed 

grace.  

 

As we come to the Lord’s table this morning, may I remind you that this kind 

of righteousness, this kind of love is only radical when our eyes are 

elsewhere.  But when our eyes are on Christ, and we see how He did not 

hide His face from insult when He was slapped and beaten (Matt 26:67; Isa 

50:6), when we see how his outer garments were taken and gambled for 

(John 19:24), when we see how He went the extra mile and gave up His very 

self for us, we follow Him into selfless love. This is what it means to live in 

the spirit of Christ.  

 

Communion: 

 Bread: Phil 2:5-11 

 Cup: 2 Cor 8:9 


