Lex Tallionis

The Law of Retribution

Laws in general, for example

Ex. 21

Deut. 25:11-12

“Eye for an eye” doctrine

Ex. 21:22-25

Lev. 24:17-20

Deut. 19:15-21
Proportional Retribution
“An eye for an eye, and a tooth for a tooth.” This is one of the most misunderstood passages in the Bible. While it sounds very harsh in today’s culture, it was actually a moderating doctrine in Old Testament times.

Remember that the ancient Hebrews living in the thirteenth century B.C. were very primitive. The world in which they lived was almost indescribably violent.

In those times, offenses were personal, and they were met with an escalating response. If a man stole another man’s sheep, the victim might retaliate by destroying the other man’s entire herd. If a man stole some of another man’s grain, the response might be to torch the perpetrator’s field.

Lex Tallionis was a law that was based on the concept of proportional retribution. It was meant to stop the escalating cycle of violence and retribution that was common in that day.

Retribution for Governments, Not Individuals
Jesus quoted on the sermon on the mount because it was misunderstood in his day also. People were applying it personally in their everyday lives, but the passage in Exodus is related to the government of Israel and its judges. It is not a passage related to individual conduct.
Paul did not understand Jesus’ words as abolishing the government’s right to punish evil. Romans: Paul’s most advanced theology (first book). 

Romans 13:3f “For rulers are not a terror to good conduct, but to bad. Do you wish to have no fear of the authority? Then do what is good, and you will receive its approval; for it is God’s servant for your good. But if you do what is wrong, you should be afraid, for the authority does not bear the sword in vain! It is the servant of God to execute wrath on the wrongdoer.”
Paul parallels Jesus’ words about not avenging ourselves:

Romans 12:17-21 (before Ch. 13 above) “Do not repay anyone evil for evil, but take thought for what is noble in the sight of all. If it is possible, so far as it depends on you, live peaceably with all. Beloved, never avenge yourselves, but leave room for the wrath of God; for it is written, “Vengeance is mine. I will repay, says the Lord.” [Deut 32:35] No, if your enemies are hungry, feed them; if they are thirsty, give them something to drink; for by doing this you will heap burning coals on their heads.” [Prov 25:21-22] Do not be overcome by evil, but overcome evil with good.”

Jesus: The Christian Response is Love

Sermon on the Mount Mt:5-38-41

“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 one who is evil. But if anyone strikes you on the right cheek, turn to him the other also; if anyone would sue you and take your coat, let him have your cloak as well; and if anyone forces you to go one mile, go with him two miles.”

Also, Mt 5:21f

“You have heard that it was said to the men of old, ‘You shall not kill; and whoever kills shall be liable to judgment.’ But I say to you that every one who is angry with his brother shall be liable to judgment.”

