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Romans 12

We’re looking at section 4 of the Book of Romans—the application section of the book—which begins with Chapter 12, verse 1 and continues to Chapter 15, verse 14.  In this section, Paul answers the question, “So what?”  If all of the truths he’s presented thus far in the book are true, what difference should that make in our lives?  If all of this stuff is true, how should we live? 

Last week we began covering verses 9 through 21.  In these verses, Paul offers a series of brief practical instructions regarding the Christian life.  Each of these instructions is an example of what it means to be a “living sacrifice” and to be “transformed by the renewing of your mind.”  All the verbs in verses 9 through 21 are in the present tense, indicating a call to continual practice or a lifestyle manifested by these behaviors:  a virtuous life lived in conformity with the truth of the gospel.  

In verses 9 and 10, Paul uses three different Greek words for love to describe the relationships that we should have with our brothers and sisters:  Agape, sacrificial, unconditional love; philadelphia, brotherly love; and philostorgos, affectionate love.   Not only should we agape one another—serving one another and sacrificing for one another—we should also love one another like brothers, like members of the same family, with genuine affection.  He’s saying that the relationships among Christians should involve intimacy, understanding, acceptance, and sincere, warm friendship. 
He also says that we should “Hate evil; cling to what is good.” Believers are to express our hatred for evil not only by withdrawing from it and abstaining from it but by actively hating it—by being repulsed by it.  And we should “cling to what is good.”  Our attachment to "what is good" is like our attachment to our spouse in marriage:  to cling to what is good is to be wedded to it, to be totally committed to it.  
The second half of verse 10 says, “Honor one another above yourselves.”  We should put others first, caring about the needs of our brothers and sisters more than our own. 
Paul’s next instruction is “11Never be lacking in zeal, but keep your spiritual fervor, serving the Lord.”  We should be eager and enthusiastic in our service to the Lord.  What are some ways that we serve the Lord?  Exercising our gifts.  Ministering to one another.  Doing what he commands us to do.  
Next, in verse 12, Paul says that we should “12Be joyful in hope, patient in affliction, faithful in prayer.”  Why should we be joyful? Because we have hope.  Hope of what?  Resurrection.  Eternal life.  No more death or sadness or crying or pain.  Should our joy be circumstantial?  No.  Why not?  Because it is based on our hope, which is not circumstantial.  Yet I find that often my joy is affected by circumstance.  You too?  Why is that?  We let our circumstances be more real to us than our hope.  We fail to remind ourselves sufficiently about our hope.  We put our hope in the wrong things—things like health and safety and wealth—that are not sufficient foundations on which to build true hope.  
Next, Paul says we should be “patient in affliction.”  Paul is saying that we should endure affliction.  The word translated “patient” in the NIV might be better translated as “persevering.”  The word translated “affliction” in the NIV and “tribulation” in the NASB is derived from a Greek word that means to crush, press, compress, or squeeze. It conveys the idea of being squeezed or placed under pressure or crushed beneath a weight.  Paul says that we should persevere under pressure.  Pressure like what?  Take various answers.  Illness.  Financial setbacks.  False accusation.  Job losses.  Fear.  Why should we preserve when we encounter these things?  Take various answers.  We know they are temporary.  We know that better things are coming.  We know that God is in control.  We know that he has a purpose in these things.  
Third, Paul says that we should be “faithful in prayer.”  What comes to mind when you think about being “faithful” in prayer?  Take various answers.  Regular.  Thoughtful.  Continual.  Steadfast.  Faithful to carry the requests of your brothers and sisters to the Lord.  Why do you think this is important?  Take various answers.  Does anyone struggle to maintain a faithful prayer life?  Why do you think that is?  Time pressure.  Forgetfulness.  One approach I’ve used to try to be more faithful in prayer is to schedule time with others to pray:  Mondays with guys at work for our company, Tuesdays with the guys from this class, Wednesday with my team on the church staff, Thursday with my friend Greg Crowe to pray for missions, Friday with my son Wes.  I should be doing more, but that’s a pretty good start.   Another good approach—it has not worked for me but others swear by it—is to maintain a good list of prayer requests.  Anyone else have other tools they’ve used to be faithful in prayer?
Next, Paul says, “13Share with God's people who are in need.”  What are some ways that we do this?  Giving money.  Taking meals.  Looking after each other’s kids.  Lending our possessions freely.  When Paul says that we should share with God’s people, does this mean that we should only share with God’s people?  What about others who are in need?  Of course not.  We demonstrate God’s grace when we are generous toward unbelievers.  But Paul stresses that we have a special obligation to be generous toward our brothers and sisters.
Next, Paul says that we should “Practice hospitality.”  The word translated “hospitality” is philonexia.  It’s a compound word. The first root is phílos, which means…?   Love.  Friendship.  The second is xenos, which means stranger.  So hospitality is literally the “love of strangers.”  This doesn’t mean that we only show hospitality to strangers, but the idea is that we should be welcoming to everyone, even strangers.  Believers should be willing to open their homes and share their tables with all, from their brothers and sisters to strangers.  The writer of Hebrews says it like this: “Do not forget to entertain strangers, for by so doing some people have entertained angels without knowing it.”  
Next, in verse 14, Paul says that we should “Bless those who persecute you; bless and do not curse.”  In saying this, Paul is repeating Christ’s own instructions recorded in Luke 6:27: “But I tell you who hear me: Love your enemies, do good to those who hate you, bless those who curse you, pray for those who mistreat you.” 

We tend to think of persecution as having a religious angle, and it certainly can mean that.  And we all probably occasionally experience mild persecution as a result of our faith:  people mocking us or rejecting us because we are believers.  But that’s not the only kind of persecution we face.  The Greek word here means to follow or pursue with earnestness and diligence. The idea is being chased, pursued, and hounded by someone.  So what other kinds of persecution might you experience?  Take various answers.  An unfair boss.  A harsh mother in law.  A vindictive ex-spouse.  An angry neighbor.  

Paul says that we should bless those who persecute us.  The word translated “bless” is the Greek word eulogeo, a compound word from eu, good, and logos, word, meaning literally a good word. Does that word sound familiar? It’s the source of our English words “eulogy” and “eulogize.”  What is a eulogy?  A eulogy is a speech given in tribute to a person or people who have recently died. Similarly, eulogos means to speak well or to wish well.  The word translated “curse,” on the other hand, means to wish or call down harm or evil on a person.  The one word means to wish or speak well for another; the other is directly opposite, meaning to wish or speak harm on another.  Paul says twice that we should bless those who persecute us, and just to make sure that we get the idea, he says that we should bless them instead of cursing them.  
What does it look like to curse someone?  What might you say that would be in the form of a curse?  Take various answers.  I hope he gets what’s coming to him.  GD him.  He can go to H.  God will get him.  On the other hand, what does it look like to “bless” someone?  Take various answers.  To speak kindly.  To speak gently.  To wish them the best.  To seek their salvation.  To pray for their salvation.  Can you think of any Biblical examples of this kind of behavior?  Take various answers.  I think of Christ on the cross saying, “Father, forgive them, for they do not know what they are doing.”  So I’m sure this is the way all of you behave, right?  No?  You mean you get mad and speak (or think) evil against those who persecute you?  Why do you do that?  Take various answers.  It’s a symptom of our sin nature.  Obedience to this command runs directly counter to the tendency of our old nature and is clearly impossible in our own strength. To act (like Christ) rather than to react is only possible as we allow the Spirit to control us. Flesh cannot sincerely speak well of those who continually persecute us. Paul is not calling for "lip service" but an attitude that flows forth from our regenerated hearts and our transformed minds.

Paul continues with this theme in verses 17 and 19—its almost like he keeps coming back to it because he thinks of something he forgot to say or that he wants to stress how important this is.  In verse 17 he says “Do not repay anyone evil for evil.”  Do you ever suffer evil at the hands of others?  Of course!  We experience this regularly in small ways:  being treated cruelly, being the butt of joke, being left out.  But sometimes the evil we suffer at the hands of others is big and real:  being betrayed, being abused, being abandoned, or being harmed physically and emotionally.  What is your instinctive reaction when someone harms you? When you suffer evil at the hands of another? To get even.  To balance the scales.  To pay them back.  We think, if he did so and so to me, I’m going to do such and such to him. 
Paul says that when we receive evil from other we should not return evil to them:  that we should not “repay” the evil they have poured out on us.  The NIV says, “Do not repay anyone evil for evil,” but the Greek is actually stronger: “NEVER repay anyone evil for evil.”  The word translated “repay” means literally to give back or to pay back, implying that there is a debt—that something is due or owed.  The idea is getting back, getting even, for what has been done to us.  Isn’t that what it feels like when we’ve suffered evil at the hands of another person?  Like they owe us something?  That we have a right to get “paid pack” for what they have done for us?  Paul says, let it go.  Don’t take revenge.  Don’t try to get even.  Don’t repay the evil you’ve received, but instead bless.  Peter expresses the same idea in 1 Peter 3:9:

not returning evil for evil, or insult for insult, but giving a blessing instead… 

Just to make sure that we get the point, Paul returns to this idea one more time in verses 19-21.  He says,

19Do not take revenge, my friends, but leave room for God's wrath, for it is written: "It is mine to avenge; I will repay," says the Lord. 20On the contrary: 
   "If your enemy is hungry, feed him; 
      if he is thirsty, give him something to drink. 
   In doing this, you will heap burning coals on his head." 
21Do not be overcome by evil, but overcome evil with good.
Once again, the NIV is a little too soft:  Paul actually says, “NEVER take revenge…”   Why should we not take revenge?  So that we can leave room for God’s wrath.  Scripture teaches that it is God’s job, not ours, to balance the scales, to settle the debts, to make all things right.  As Paul says here, quoting from Deuteronomy 32:25, “It is mine to avenge; I will repay.”  The word translated “avenge” in the NASB and “vengeance” in the NASB means literally “that which comes out from justice.”  The idea is that of meeting out justice or righteously settling accounts.  It means to repay harm with harm on the assumption that initial harm was unjustified and that retribution is deserved.  God promises that he will do this for us—that all the evil we have suffered will be “avenged.”  Why does it make sense to trust God to take vengeance instead of pursuing it ourselves?  Take various answers.  God’s vengeance is based on perfect knowledge and justice, while ours is not.  God’s vengeance is perfectly matched to the crime, while ours often would be inappropriate to the wrong we have suffered.  

Of course, while God is avenging the various injustice of the world, he’ll also have to avenge the injustices and the evil we’ve perpetrated on others.  But how can that be?  Haven’t we been forgiven for those things?  Yes we have.  As believers, we’ve been forgiven for our sins, which includes the many sins we’ve omitted against others.  There will be no vengeance—no justice—against us, even though we deserve it.  And seeing that makes clear another very important reason why we should leave vengeance to God.   Can you think what it might be?  Take various answers.  God has chosen to take much of the vengeance that people deserve onto himself:  instead of taking vengeance on his forgiven people, he has poured out that wrath on His son.  We should not take vengeance against others because, for all we know, they may well be among God’s chosen people.  And, if God has already exercised his judgment against them on His son, who are we to extract a double payment from them?  Think of it this way:  God will justly punish every evil deed that has ever been committed in the world.  But much of that judgment has already been poured out onto Jesus.  To be sure, there will be judgment in the days to come for those who have not accepted God’s forgiveness.  But we don’t know who is in which camp.  So instead of taking matters into our hands, we leave it up to God, trusting that every evil we have suffered will be fully repaid—some by those who have harmed us, and some by the Lord Jesus Christ.   So we trust in God’s perfect justice and we give thanks for his magnificent mercy.  

Instead of taking revenge, Paul says, 
"If your enemy is hungry, feed him; 
      if he is thirsty, give him something to drink. 
   In doing this, you will heap burning coals on his head." 
Paul here is quoting Proverbs 25:21-22.  In the context of these verses, who are our enemies? Those who persecute us (verse 14) and who perpetrate evil against us (verse 17).  What should we do for our enemies?  If they are hungry, feed them; if they are thirsty, give them a drink.  In other words?  Serve them.  Meet their needs.  Be kind to them.  Don’t repay evil for evil, but repay it with good.  Don’t curse them but bless them.  
By treating your enemies like this, Solomon says, “you will heap burning coals on his head.”  What do you suppose that means?  Take various answers.  One thought is that by treating our enemies with kindness we bring shame to them, shame that might even lead them to repentance.  Another thought is that the burning coals are a foreshadowing of the judgment that is to come against those who persecute God’s people.  This point of view is supported by Psalm 140, which says in part,
 8 do not grant the wicked their desires, O LORD; 
       do not let their plans succeed, 
       or they will become proud. 
 9 Let the heads of those who surround me 
       be covered with the trouble their lips have caused. 

 10 Let burning coals fall upon them; 
       may they be thrown into the fire, 
       into miry pits, never to rise. 

So let’s summarize:  How should we act toward our enemies, those who persecute us, who bring evil against us?  Take various answers.  We should bless them.  We should not curse them.  We should not repay evil with evil. We should not seek revenge on them.  We should trust God to provide justice for us.    
OK, let’s wrap up like this:  Share with your table group one person who has come to your mind as we’ve been teaching through this today.  (To avoid embarrassment, let’s choose someone outside of the class, and let’s keep our descriptions general enough to protect their privacy.)  Share how that person has been harming you, and what you would LIKE to do to them.  Then share, as specifically as you can, something you ARE GOING to do for them instead as a result of what you’ve learned today:  some specific way that you are going to bless them, feed them, give then something to drink.  
OK, that’s all for today.  I know we skipped over several verses today:  we’ll loop back and catch those next week.  See you then!

15Rejoice with those who rejoice; mourn with those who mourn. 16Live in harmony with one another. Do not be proud, but be willing to associate with people of low position.[c] Do not be conceited. 
Be careful to do what is right in the eyes of everybody. 18If it is possible, as far as it depends on you, live at peace with everyone. 
Do not be overcome by evil, but overcome evil with good.

