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The Religion of the Second Mile 

 

Matthew 5:38-42: “You have heard that it was said, ‘An eye for an eye and a tooth for a tooth.’ 
39 

But I tell you 

not to resist an evil person. But whoever slaps you on your right cheek, turn the other to him also. 
40 

If anyone 

wants to sue you and take away your tunic, let him have your cloak also. 
41 

And whoever compels you to go one 

mile, go with him two. 
42 

Give to him who asks you, and from him who wants to borrow from you do not turn 

away.” NKJV 

 

This passage has probably caused as much controversy as any passage in the Bible – it has been used by enemies of 

Christianity to say that the teachings of Jesus are idiotic or impossible.  

 

It is also a section that frustrates Christians!  Many would-be Christians either ignore the instructions in the passage or 

try to explain them away. How should a child of God react when he is mistreated by others?  

 

I. Eye and tooth 

 

Matthew 5:38 – “You have heard that it was said, ‘An eye for an eye and a tooth for a tooth.’” NKJV This Old 

Testament teaching is one most people are familiar with, even those who know nothing else about the Bible. The 

words are found three times in the Old Testament:  

 

Exodus 21:22–25: “Now suppose two men are fighting, and in the process they accidentally strike a pregnant 

woman so she gives birth prematurely. If no further injury results, the man who struck the woman must pay 

the amount of compensation the woman’s husband demands and the judges approve. But if there is further 

injury, the punishment must match the injury: a life for a life, an eye for an eye, a tooth for a tooth, a hand for 

a hand, a foot for a foot, a burn for a burn, a wound for a wound, a bruise for a bruise.” NLT 
 
Leviticus 24:19-20: “Anyone who injures another person must be dealt with according to the injury inflicted—

a fracture for a fracture, an eye for an eye, a tooth for a tooth. Whatever anyone does to injure another person 

must be paid back in kind.” NLT 

 
Deuteronomy 19:16-21: “If a malicious witness comes forward and accuses someone of a crime, then both the 

accuser and accused must appear before the Lord by coming to the priests and judges in office at that time. 

The judges must investigate the case thoroughly. If the accuser has brought false charges against his fellow 

Israelite, you must impose on the accuser the sentence he intended for the other person. In this way, you will 

purge such evil from among you. Then the rest of the people will hear about it and be afraid to do such an evil 

thing. You must show no pity for the guilty! Your rule should be life for life, eye for eye, tooth for tooth, hand 

for hand, foot for foot.” NLT 

 

These words have been used to excuse everything from personal revenge to family feuds to civil disobedience. But 

God didn’t give this commandment to encourage retaliation; He gave it to limit punishment!  

 

Prior to this law, if someone lost an eye, he would often attempt to put out both eyes of the offender and perhaps even 

take his life. Personal retaliation would often escalate to include entire families or cities or nations. When you think of 

the eye-for-an-eye command, think of it like this: “Only an eye for an eye, and only a tooth for a tooth - and no 

more.”  
 

The principle is a basic judicial axiom: Let the punishment fit the crime!  
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These words were not directed to the average Israelite, but were intended as a guideline for judges. Deuteronomy 

19:17 mentions two men who have a dispute. They are told to “…appear before the Lord by coming to the priests 

and judges in office at that time.” Verse 18 says that “the judges must investigate the case thoroughly.”  

 

The judges would examine the case and make the ruling and carry out the sentence, not the average person on the 

street! 

 

We are unsure whether or not the eye/tooth command was ever literally carried out. By the time of Jesus, a monetary 

value was generally put on an injury (whether eye, tooth, or whatever). This amount had to be paid by the guilty 

party.  

 

The eye-for-an-eye law was “restrictive” rather than “permissive.” The Law of Moses actually discouraged 

personal revenge: Leviticus 19:18 - “Do not seek revenge or bear a grudge against a fellow Israelite, but love 

your neighbor as yourself. I am the Lord.” NLT  
 

Nevertheless, the Jews still used the eye-and-tooth passage to say that God approved individual retaliation.  

 
The passage is still misused in the same way today by violent people who want to harm others: “After all, the Bible 

says ‘An eye for an eye, and a tooth for a tooth!’” 

 
So exactly what did Jesus mean by this statement? Jesus is not teaching pacifism. He is not talking about war, self-

defense, or the necessity of protecting our nation, our homes, or even our lives. He was stating a great principle: Do 

not try to get even; do not seek revenge!  

 

He was teaching that it is dangerous for us to be bitter and resentful and unforgiving to the point where you look for 

some way to hurt someone else a little more than he has hurt us. 

 

Romans 12:17–21: “Never pay back evil with more evil. Do things in such a way that everyone can see you are 

honorable. Do all that you can to live in peace with everyone. Dear friends, never take revenge. Leave that to 

the righteous anger of God. For the Scriptures say, “I will take revenge; I will pay them back,”
 
says the Lord. 

Instead, “If your enemies are hungry, feed them. If they are thirsty, give them something to drink. In doing 

this, you will heap burning coals of shame on their heads.”
 
 Don’t let evil conquer you, but conquer evil by 

doing good.” NLT 
 

II.  Do not resist evil 

 

Matthew 5:38 - “But I tell you not to resist an evil person…” NKJV “Do not resist an evil person? Let evil 

people do whatever they want? Let them run rampant in the world? That doesn’t sound right!”  

 
We need to understand that Jesus was addressing individual disciples and not society in general. He was not talking to 

parents regarding their children. Evil in a child is to be seriously resisted – there must be discipline. He did not have 

in mind civil governments. God has given government officials the authority to bring wrath “on the one who 

practices evil” (Romans 13:4).  

 

He was not even giving instructions to congregations. False teachers are not to be tolerated (Matthew 7:15). Anyone 

who encourages a false teacher “participates in his evil deeds” (2 John 11). Further, members who persist in sin are 

to be disciplined by the church (Matthew 18:15–18).  
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Jesus was not implying that we should not resist an evil person if he is breaking the law, or if he is hurting himself or 

others. For instance, if someone were about to harm your child, Jesus would not have you just sit back and do 

nothing.  

 

Jesus Himself resisted evil and evil people. On two occasions He drove from the temple those who had been defiling 

it (John 2:13–17; Matthew 21:12-13). He condemned the hypocrisy of evil men (Matthew 23). The apostle Paul 

also resisted evil and evil men, such as the Jewish teachers and pagan idolaters.  

 
Jesus was talking about how we respond when we are personally mistreated. Perhaps the best explanation is found in 

the examples He himself gave: turning the cheek, giving up a coat, and going a second mile. None of these are life-

threatening situations - but all are very personal, and all infringe on what we think of as our “rights.” 

 

III. Turn the other cheek 

 

Matthew 5:39 - “But whoever slaps you on your right cheek, turn the other to him also.” NKJV 

 
A slap on the cheek has always been considered an insult. A hard slap may be painful, but in most cases it will not be 

life-threatening. The injury that results is not an injury to one’s body, but an injury to one’s pride. An insult is a 

personal attack.  

 
What should we do when someone slaps us? Jesus said to turn the other cheek to him also. At this point, critics 

begin to rant about how Christianity is out of touch with “the real world.” “To obey that edict,” they say, “would 

only result in spineless fools who encourage others to push them around.”  

 
A well-known axiom states that “a gentleman must protect his honor at all costs.” In the past, a slap on the face was 

often an invitation to a duel to the death.  

 
Was Jesus teaching that we should just let people take unfair advantage of us? Are we not allowed to defend 

ourselves?  

 
Some Christians take a literal and limited approach to Jesus’ teaching. One man said, “All right, I will let him hit me 

on both cheeks. But after that, you are going to witness the biggest fight you have ever seen!” This man missed the 

point of what Jesus was teaching. 

 

What usually happens when we think we have been insulted? Adrenaline rushes through our veins. Our face gets hot. 

We have the urge to lash out at the source and we often do. Why did we react like this? Because an insult is a 

personal attack! We get upset because someone has hurt our feelings.  

 

In the trials preceding His death, Jesus demonstrated the kind of spirit He had in mind. Among other abuses, He was 

slapped on the face:  

 

Mark 14:65 – “Then some began to spit on Him, and to blindfold Him, and to beat Him, and to say to Him, 

“Prophesy!” And the officers struck Him with the palms of their hands.” NKJV 
 

1 Peter 2:21-23: “For God called you to do good, even if it means suffering, just as Christ suffered for you. He 

is your example, and you must follow in his steps. He never sinned, nor ever deceived anyone.
 
He did not 

retaliate when he was insulted, nor threaten revenge when he suffered. He left his case in the hands of God, 

who always judges fairly.” NLT 
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“But if I turn the other cheek, people will think I’m weak.” Maybe - but your action may also touch the hearts of 

those who insult you. Years ago, Marshall Keeble was standing at the front of the auditorium greeting those 

responding to the invitation. A man came rushing down the aisle.  

 
Brother Keeble stepped forward with a smile, hand outstretched, to greet the man. The man hit brother Keeble a 

mighty blow that knocked him over the communion table. The man then spit in his face.  

 

Looking up at the man, brother Keeble said, “I wish I could wipe the anger from your heart and the sin from your 

soul as easily as I can wipe this spittle from my face.”  
 

The man broke down in tears. His heart was opened to the gospel.  

 

IV. Give your coat also 

 

The second example is a courtroom illustration: Matthew 5:40 - “If anyone wants to sue you and take away your 

tunic, let him have your cloak also.” NKJV 

 
The word “tunic” refers to the undergarment. This was a close-fitting garment worn next to the skin, covering the 

body from the neck to the knees. The word “cloak” refers to the outer garment. This outer garment, often called a 

“coat,” was used by the poor as a blanket at night. When the cloak was used as a pledge, it could not be kept 

overnight because this would impose a hardship on the poor person (Exodus 22:26-27). 

 

For a moment, imagine that you are a Jew being sued for your inner garment. To your dismay, your adversary wins 

the lawsuit, so you have to hand that garment over to him.  

 
Jesus then says, “Don’t complain about it, but give him your outer garment as well.” Can you imagine how 

exasperating that would be?  

 

What was Jesus proposing? The underlying principle is the same as that in the previous example – “Do not insist on 

your personal rights!” In this case, exercising legal rights is the issue. The situation is different, but Paul made a 

similar point in discouraging lawsuits between brethren: 1 Corinthians 6:7 - “Even to have such lawsuits with one 

another is a defeat for you. Why not just accept the injustice and leave it at that? Why not let yourselves be 

cheated?” NLT 

 
Jesus is not saying there aren’t any occasions when we should insist on our legal rights. Paul sometimes used his legal 

rights as a Roman citizen (Acts 16:35–39; 22:24–29). To avoid being sent to Jerusalem, where certain death awaited, 

he appealed to Caesar (Acts 25:9–12). This was his right as a Roman citizen.  

 

In some cases, it may be expedient to insist on one’s legal rights. However, we are not to be motivated by selfishness 

or greed.  

 

V.  Go the second mile 

 

Matthew 5:41 - “And whoever compels you to go one mile, go with him two.” NKJV 

 

The first two examples have modern counterparts, but this example requires an explanation. The word translated 

“compels” means “to impress into service.” The Persians had introduced the practice of requiring citizens to assist 

their royal couriers. The Romans picked up the practice and expanded it. In Palestine, Roman soldiers could legally 

force Jewish citizens to assist them (Simon carrying Jesus’ cross).  A Roman soldier could force a Jew to carry his 

gear for “one mile.” This was the Roman mile, which was one thousand paces, or about a thousand yards.  
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Imagine yourself as a Jewish farmer. It is a hot sunny day, but clouds are beginning to gather in the west. You are 

working hard to get your crop in before the weather changes. You look up and see a Roman soldier coming down the 

road. It hurts to look at him, this unbeliever who is occupying the land of God and tromping on sacred soil. As the 

soldier nears, he drops several bundles on the ground and yells - “Pick them up!”  

 

You lay down your tools and walk over and pick up his baggage. You trudge along behind the soldier, sweating under 

the heavy load. How do you feel? Angry? Resentful? At last, you reach the end of the required distance and dump the 

baggage.  

 

You have had to do something you hate, and now you will probably not get your crop in before the storm hits. Above 

all, you are now ceremonially contaminated from the close contact with a Gentile and his gear! 

 
That is the setting, and then Jesus says, “Go with him another mile!” Was Jesus just testing His disciples by setting 

difficult tasks for them to do?  

 
No, Jesus was trying to develop a certain kind of attitude in His followers – an attitude that is willing to do more than 

one is asked. Further, I believe it is implied that the second mile is to be done not only willingly, but also cheerfully. 

Today, we talk about someone “going the second mile.” We mean that he did much more than was expected. We 

also mean that he did it with a positive attitude so that only good resulted. 

 

Many applications come to mind. We need to “go the second mile” in our marriages and in our homes. What would 

you think of parents who provided only the bare essentials for their children - food, clothing, and a place to sleep - 

when they were able to do more?  

 

We need to “go the second mile” in the church. Some Christians want to know the bare minimum they have to do to 

get to heaven. Then there are others who are “second-milers” in their service for the Lord. We need to “go the 

second mile” in the school room and the work place. There are students and employees who do only what they are 

asked to do and no more. Then there are the ones who go beyond what is required (Colossians 3:23). The same 

principle applies to citizenship and other spheres of activity. 

 

Again, the underlying principle is that we should not simply think about ourselves and our own rights. We ought to 

put others before ourselves. If we do so, we may have a positive influence on them. Returning to my illustration of the 

Jewish farmer, imagine the following sequel. The soldier finally says to you, “You have carried my gear far enough. 

You can go home now.”  
 

Then, instead of throwing the baggage on the ground and leaving, you smile and say, “That’s all right. I’ll be glad to 

carry it to the gates of the city.”  

 
If nothing else, an action like this would leave the soldier bewildered. Would it make him ask about your religion, 

about the God you worship? Maybe, maybe not! However, it would make you a better person. 

 

VI. Be unselfish in helping others 

 

At first glance, Jesus’ fourth illustration does not seem to fit with the others. The first three examples center on the 

theme of non-retaliation: “Do not retaliate when slapped on the face, when you are sued, or when you are forced to 

go a mile.”   
 

This one concerns giving to others: Matthew 5:42 – “Give to him who asks you, and from him who wants to 

borrow from you do not turn away.” NKJV 
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Once again, we have a command that is used to ridicule Christianity and one that is confusing to some Christians. If 

taken literally, it would mean that, no matter who asks and no matter what they ask for, you have to comply with their 

wishes. 

 
Jesus did not say to give an individual everything he requests. To give someone everything he asks for might be 

ruinous to him. Jesus did not say we have to give others exactly what they want. A man may ask for money when 

what he really needs is food or a job.   

 
We must take care that our giving to another does not encourage laziness on his part:  2 Thessalonians 3:10 – “If 

anyone will not work, neither shall he eat.” NKJV 

 

Again, the principle is that we are not to be self-centered. We should not be so attached to our possessions that we 

cannot turn loose of them. We must be ready to give to those in need. 

 

Instead of being concerned about what is ours, we need to be ready to share with others. Instead of being tight-fisted 

and stingy, we need to be open-hearted and generous.  

 
1 John 3:17 – “If someone has enough money to live well and sees a brother or sister in need but shows no 

compassion—how can God’s love be in that person?” NLT 

 

Galatians 6:10 - “So then, while we have opportunity, let us do good to all people, and especially to those who 

are of the household of the faith.” NASB 

 

Is Jesus saying, “If you turn the other cheek, go the second mile, give to him that asks from you, pray for those who 

mistreat you, then you will be the children of your Father which is in heaven?”  
 

Yes, He is saying that if we do these things, people will know we belong to God and He belongs to us. They will 

know that you could not possibly do all these things without being a Christian, a child of God.  

 

Here is the principle I believe Jesus is teaching us in this passage: 

 

“Do not be so concerned about yourself; do not be overly concerned about your so-called “rights.” 

 

It is better to suffer insult, it is better suffer wrong in the courtroom, it is better to go the extra mile, than to do 

anything that would reflect negatively on Christ or bring shame on the church! 
 

VII. Conclusion 

 

What should we do when we are mistreated? We have at least three possible responses:  

 

Unlimited retaliation - that is the law of the jungle, the way of the world.  

 

Limited retaliation - that is the law of justice, what the Law of Moses proposed.  

 

Unlimited goodwill - that is the law of love, the way of Christ. 


