Page | 3

Eye for an Eye
Sermonette – Originally Given July 16, 2016, UCG Columbia MD

One of my favorite shows of the past is The West Wing. I don’t know if any of you watched it years ago, but it was on the air in the late 90s to early 2000s. I actually never saw it when it was on the air the first time, but Sarah and I picked it up on Netflix a couple years ago and really enjoyed it. During the show's run, they had an episode in the first season called “A Proportional Response”.

The synopsis of the episode is that the personal doctor and friend of the fictional TV president, President Bartlett, was killed on a diplomatic mission. And the whole episode, the President is struggling to determine how to respond to this situation. His staff advised him to provide a proportional response – or a measured response, but the president angrily responds that he doesn’t want a proportionate response; he wants a – disproportionate response. He wants to blow the offending nation to pieces in retaliation for their crimes.

This show is fictional, but it hits home to viewers because everyone has to decide what their own personal response would be to an offending party. Clearly, the stakes aren’t as high in our lives as they are for the fake TV president, let along the actual, real-life president, but they are no less meaningful within our lives. 

If you were in that situation, if you were in charge of a nation – how would you formulate your response to these types of problem? What principals would you use in your decision-making process? No doubt each situation that you would face would be complex, unique and difficult.
 
If you were creating a civil structure that including rules and regulations, then you’d also have to include punishment. What the right type of response is to certain crimes. And you’d have to think about just what IS the proportional response that God would impose on wrongdoing? 

Well, there is such a concept in the bible, and I thought it would be interesting to go back and review it. Especially since it seems like there are many examples all around us of disproportionate responses, both too lenient (in some cases) and very much too severe (in other cases). And where we don’t have to look all that hard to find failings in how man has today, set up his national system of laws and punishments.

Let’s turn back to Exodus chapter 21 and we’ll start in verse 22. Verse 24, which we’ll read shortly, is one of the most quoted, or paraphrased verses in the bible – but usually not in a positive sense. Let’s pick it up at the start of the thought though.

Ex 21:22 - "If men fight, and hurt a woman with child, so that she gives birth prematurely, yet no harm follows, he shall surely be punished accordingly as the woman's husband imposes on him; and he shall pay as the judges determine.

So again, this is within a series of principals that are enumerated with practical examples. The goal is not to list every scenario so that the Israelite government could look down a checklist and apply a punishment to a specific crime, but rather as a tool to help define appropriate responses. 

 23 "But if any harm follows, then you shall give life for life,
 24 "eye for eye, tooth for tooth, hand for hand, foot for foot,
 25 "burn for burn, wound for wound, stripe for stripe.

This “eye for an eye, tooth for a tooth” scripture is often quoted, but when it is, it’s usually in a negative context. Many people would look back at these series of laws, rules and regulations from Exodus and other books of the bible as outdated, brutal and an inappropriate for such civilized cultures such as our own.

A quote is attributed to Gandhi that says “an eye for an eye leaves the whole world blind”, meaning that this tit for tat system of punishment is vindictive and counterproductive and that if we literally applied this concept into our modern lives, we would be moving backwards in our social evolution.

But what does this “eye for an eye, tooth for a tooth” concept mean? And does this instruction have any context for our current society that is now generations and generations and generations after it was originally written? 

[bookmark: _GoBack]Let’s investigate by reviewing a companion scripture to Exodus found in Leviticus chapter 24, if you would head there. It contains the same phrase, but it’s presented slightly differently. Again, we are breaking into the story here, but it’s of an Israelite and her son. The son blasphemed the name of God and cursed God. So the congregation bound him up and took this son to Moses to get clarification on what should be done. God had already given instructions for these types of cases and forms of sin, years prior, but they are double checking, I guess.

Le 24:13 And the LORD spoke to Moses, saying,
 14 "Take outside the camp him who has cursed; then let all who heard him lay their hands on his head, and let all the congregation stone him.
 15 "Then you shall speak to the children of Israel, saying: 'Whoever curses his God shall bear his sin.
 16 'And whoever blasphemes the name of the LORD shall surely be put to death. All the congregation shall certainly stone him, the stranger as well as him who is born in the land. When he blasphemes the name of the LORD, he shall be put to death.

So God settles that issue. But note that He isn’t done. He gives an interesting reiteration of principals of judgment.

 17 'Whoever kills any man shall surely be put to death.
 18 'Whoever kills an animal shall make it good, animal for animal.
 19 'If a man causes disfigurement of his neighbor, as he has done, so shall it be done to him-
 20 'fracture for fracture, eye for eye, tooth for tooth; as he has caused disfigurement of a man, so shall it be done to him.
 21 'And whoever kills an animal shall restore it; but whoever kills a man shall be put to death.
 22 'You shall have the same law for the stranger and for one from your own country; for I am the LORD your God.'"
 23 Then Moses spoke to the children of Israel; and they took outside the camp him who had cursed, and stoned him with stones. So the children of Israel did as the LORD commanded Moses.

In settling this issue about the blasphemous son, God continues to reiterate what we read earlier in Exodus. Fracture for fracture, eye for eye, tooth for tooth.

I’d like to read what our Bible Reading Program states on this concept:

“The words "eye for eye, tooth for tooth" were not intended to encourage vengeful feelings. Nor were they to be taken literally (although "life for life" and "stripe for stripe" could be literal). The principle was that the punishment should fit the crime and not go beyond it. On occasion, capital punishment had to be imposed. But in other cases, we read that there were various ways the guilty party could be redeemed.

God's laws are not given as a burden to His people. On the contrary, they are imposed to prevent problems from occurring. All people shared a responsibility in both preventing and solving problems. “

One of the brilliant things about this concept that God is putting forward is not that a penalty must always match the crime literally – as in you accidentally backed into his car, so now they are required to back into your car - but rather that punishment cannot exceed the crime. And further to the point, punishment was exacting, specific, and quickly executed so that both parties can get back on with their lives. Really, there was only one law that required a lengthy punishment period – and that was for accidental manslaughter and the cities of refuge. Other crimes or issues were settled quickly and impartially and between the parties involved.

In contrast to this ancient, barbaric system (or so we’ve been told) found in the Old Testament, we have our modern, highly reformed system of justice, wherein 2013, one in every 100 Americans is actually in prison or jail – that’s 1% of the whole population. In 2010, 40 states participated in a Vera Institute of Justice study, and that study found that the aggregate cost of prisons in 2010 – in those same 40 states – was $39 billion dollars. On average, the taxpayers in those 40 states pay $31,000 per inmate, per year. The average length of time served in Federal jail was 37 months or slightly more than 3 years.

Our system of justice today is not really exacting, specific or quickly executed. Punishments for crimes can be all over the place, both wildly under and overly punitive. And when punishment is doled out, it usually means taking someone and putting them in a room for months or years at a time.

Maybe when you think about it in those terms, our current system of punishment is not very effective after all when compared to the system God outlined.

Isn’t it amazing how elements of God’s plan transcend time, cultures, and situations?

We aren’t likely to ever be in a position where we are designing or implementing the civic structure of a nation in this lifetime. But in the Millennium, you can be assured that God will re-institute a system in place that also promotes proportional responses and fair penalties. 

An eye for an eye and a tooth for a tooth doesn’t leave the whole world blind and toothless. It means clear, proportional responses to crimes, settled quickly and impartially between the parties involved – providing resolution that is fair so that everyone can get back on with their lives. Eventually, in the Millennium, God with re-introduce a similar system of justice and it may seem like a novel concept to those alive during that time. To us, that remember and understand the principals God outlined thousands of years ago, it will just be another example that God’s way of life and His principals - just work best.

