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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? 

For the last few weeks we’ve been looking at 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.  

Last week we looked at verses 14, 17, and 19 and 20.  Together, these verses describe the way we believers should behave toward those who persecute us:  unfair bosses, vindictive ex-spouses, harsh mothers-in-law, angry neighbors, and so on.  Paul says in verse 14 that we should 

Bless those who persecute you; bless and do not curse.  
The word translated “bless” 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.  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.  
In verse 17 Paul says 
Do not repay anyone evil for evil.  
Our instinctive reaction when someone harms us—when we suffer evil at the hands of another—is to get even, to balance the scales, to pay them back.  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.  
Just to make sure that we get the point, Paul returns to this idea one more time in verses 19-20.  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." 
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 dispense justice, to balance the scales, to settle the debts, to make all things right.  God promises that he will do this for us—that He will justly punish every evil deed that has ever been committed in the world.  It is up to us to trust in him to do that perfectly, justly, and fully, and not to take onto ourselves the job of avenging the wrongs we have suffered.  Instead of taking revenge, Paul says, we should serve our enemies, meet their needs, and be kind to them.   
Recall that we finished up last time with a table exercise:  we each shared with our table group one person who came to our mind as we covered these verses.  We shared how that person has harmed you, what you would LIKE to do to them, and then some specific way you were going to try to bless them, feed them, give then something to drink.  Anyone have any stories to tell?  
OK, let’s go back and catch the verses we skipped over.  In verse 15, Paul says,

15Rejoice with those who rejoice; mourn with those who mourn.
What comes to your mind when you hear this verse?  Take various answers.  We should be joyful when others experience joy and e should feel sorrow when others are mourning.  The implication is genuine empathy with others, sharing both their joy and their sorrow.  God’s will is that His children become a family where the joys of one become the joys of all and the pain of one is gladly shared by all the others. Is this ever difficult for you?  Can you always feel joy when others feel joy?  When can that be difficult?  Take various answers.  Our tendency even as believers is to be jealous when others rejoice.  When the other person gets something that you want but don’t have—a new car or house or some award or accomplishment—it can be difficult to put aside your envy and rejoice with them.  We think, “God, how come it is him? How come it couldn’t be me?" Why can it be a struggle to feel joy in that circumstance?   Take various answers.  We’re selfish, self-centered.  How about the other way:  is it ever difficult for you to “mourn with those who mourn?”  What is that?  Take various answers.  I know for me this can be difficult:  my heart is hard and I don’t easily empathize with those who are experiencing grief.  Notice, too, that Paul does not say that we should comfort those who mourn, or help those who mourn, but that we should mourn with those who mourn.  He’s calling for a deep emotional attachment—rooted in genuine love—that feels so deeply the pain of others that it can’t help but cry with those who are hurting.  
Both of these behaviors—rejoicing with those who rejoice and mourning with those who mourn—require a transformed mind.  Both require us to think about others and the feelings of others instead of thinking just about ourselves.  Both require us to think differently, weighing the joy and the sufferings of others as being equal to our own.

Next, in verse 16, Paul says,
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.
The phrase translated “live in harmony” in the NIV literally says, in the Greek, “Be of the same mind.”  Interestingly, though, most translations take the same approach as the NIV, speaking of living in harmony with our brothers and sisters.  The implication of the phrase “be of the same mind” is that we should be in agreement and that we should seek agreement with one another rather than discord.  Unfortunately, that’s not as easy as it sounds:  there are numerous challenges to harmony in the church.  What are some sources of discord and dissonance in the body?  Take various answers.  Doctrinal disputes.  Disputes about money.  Personality clashes.  Disputes over music.  Disputes about childrens’ ministry.   Paul is saying, do not let these kinds of disagreements become sources of discord in the church.  Is Paul prohibiting every disagreement between believers?  No—how could he?  Disagreements are inevitable.  So what is he saying, you think?  Take various answers.  It’s OK to disagree, but don’t let disagreement get out of hand.  Don’t let disagreement divide the body.  But how do we do that?  How can we prevent legitimate disagreements from creating disharmony in the church?  Take various answers.  We put the interests of others ahead of our own.  We remain willing to accept and admit that we might be wrong.  We put up with things that might annoy us out of respect and submission to others.  
You know, this is something that I think SECC has been amazingly good at over the years.  In the area of music, for example, I know that there are many older folks in our church who probably would prefer traditional hymns to the choruses that we boomers apparently prefer.  But for many years they have been willing to put their own interests aside and participate enthusiastically in worship at SECC, out of a desire to see more people come to know the Lord.  They figure, I may not like that music, but they sure seem to, and if that gets them to come to church, then that makes me happy.  
One of the keys to living in harmony with others is to be humble, and Paul naturally goes to that point next:  “Do not be proud.”  And, just to make sure we heard what he said, he repeats the instruction at the end of the verse in slightly different words:  “Do not be conceited.”  The word translated “proud” mean high, elevated, or lofty:  Paul is literally saying, “Don’t think of yourself too highly.”  Similarly, the phrase translated as “Do not be conceited” in the NIV means, “Do not be wise in your own estimation.”  This echoes almost exactly what Solomon wrote in Proverbs 3:7:

Do not be wise in your own eyes; Fear the LORD and turn away from evil.

In other words, don’t think you’ve got everything figured out.  Realize how little you actually know. Don’t think you’re further along than you are.  Don’t think you’re better than others.  
Paul offers one proof, or evidence, of humility:  the willingness to associate with unimportant people.  He says, “Do not be proud, but be willing to associate with people of low position.”  The word translated as “low” means literally “not rising far from the ground” and is a perfect contrast with the word translated proud: high, lofty.  In other words, don’t be too high on yourself, but hang out with the lowly.  There is no room in the church for snobs or snobbery!

James says something very similar in James 2:

1My brothers, as believers in our glorious Lord Jesus Christ, don't show favoritism… if you show favoritism, you sin and are convicted by the law as lawbreakers. 

What are some of the “high-low” differences that exist inside the church?  Take various answers.  Income.  Education.  Family background.  Giftedness.  Spiritual maturity.  Paul says that we should not allow things like this to separate us in the church:  that those of high income, education, and so on should gladly associate with those who are not.   Why is this important in the church?  Take various answers.  The church is made up of people from every background.  Every believer is gifted and every one has a role to play in the church.  The Bible teaches that we are all one in the Lord.  Therefore, the church should not be divided along lines like income or education or other “worldly” things.  Further, in the Kingdom of God it is the lowly are elevated.  Psalm 138:6 says, 


Though the LORD is on high, he looks upon the lowly, but the proud he knows from afar. Jesus himself said, 

James 2 says,
 5Listen, my dear brothers: Has not God chosen those who are poor in the eyes of the world to be rich in faith and to inherit the kingdom he promised those who love him? 
And 1 Corinthians 1:27-29 says, 

27But God chose the foolish things of the world to shame the wise; God chose the weak things of the world to shame the strong. 28He chose the lowly things of this world and the despised things—and the things that are not—to nullify the things that are, 29so that no one may boast before him.

Do you ever find yourself looking down on one of your brothers and sisters?  If God has chosen to elevate the lowly, who are we to look down on them in any way, for any reason?  So let’s not do that:  let’s be humble, and let’s demonstrate our humility by gladly associating with brothers and sisters of every background, status, and station.  
Next, in verses 17b, Paul says, 

Be careful to do what is right in the eyes of everybody. 
The phrase “Be careful to do” is translated from the single Greek word, pronoeo, which is a compound word from pro, before, and noieo, think, comprehend, observe, or notice.  It means literally to think before, to observe in advance, to notice beforehand, to plan before, to perceive in advance, to foresee and so to have regard for. The idea is to think about something ahead of time, giving it careful thought and consideration, with the implication that one can then respond appropriately.  Here, what is it that we should think about in advance?  “What is right in the eye of everybody”—in other words, the moral concerns of other people.  And when should we do the advance thinking?  Before we act.  Before we do something.  
What do you think Paul has in mind when he offers this encouragement? Take various answers.  I think he’s urging us to avoid doing anything that will offend our brothers and sisters.  He’s saying that we should have enough respect for our bothers and sisters to avoid doing things that might offend or trouble them.  What are some things we might avoid or abstain from to honor this instruction?  Take various answers.  Drinking.  Gambling.  Certain places we might go.  
Paul develops this theme in more detail in Chapter 14, which we’ll get to in a few weeks.  In Paul’s time, a big issue was food:  some believers thought that certain foods were unclean, while others thought it was OK to eat any food.  Those who regarded some food as unclean were offended to see their brothers eating certain things.  Even more, their faith was being undermined by what they regarded as the sinful behavior of their brothers and sisters.  In verses 15 of Chapter 14 Paul says
15If your brother is distressed because of what you eat, you are no longer acting in love. Do not by your eating destroy your brother for whom Christ died. 

So, Paul says, if your brother is distressed by something that you eat, what should you do?  Don’t eat it!  He says much the same thing in 1 Corinthians 8:9-13:

 9Be careful, however, that the exercise of your freedom does not become a stumbling block to the weak. 10For if anyone with a weak conscience sees you who have this knowledge eating in an idol's temple, won't he be emboldened to eat what has been sacrificed to idols? 11So this weak brother, for whom Christ died, is destroyed by your knowledge. 12When you sin against your brothers in this way and wound their weak conscience, you sin against Christ. 13Therefore, if what I eat causes my brother to fall into sin, I will never eat meat again, so that I will not cause him to fall.

Again, if by eating something I might wound the conscience of a brother or sister, what should I do?  Don’t eat it.  

Today, food isn’t the issue as much as some of the other things we just listed.  But the same principal applies:  our freedom in Christ is limited by our love for our brothers and sisters.  If by exercising our freedom we might offend a brother or sister or cause them distress, then our love for that brother or sister should cause us to voluntarily limit our behavior.  It is not our conscience alone that should guide our behavior, but the consciences of our brothers and sisters as well.  So, as Paul says in verse 17b, we should “be careful to do what is right in the eyes of everybody.”  

By the way, this is the reason SECC asks its leaders—elders and deacons and their wives—not to drink alcohol.  It’s not that drinking is Biblically prohibited, but that drinking is a real problem for so many people.  The last thing we would want to do as leaders in the church would be to cause someone who struggles with alcohol to stumble and fall because he or she sees us drinking and thinks, if it’s OK for him, it’s OK for me.  So, the leaders in your church voluntarily restrict our freedom in order to avoid doing something that might offend or ensnare a brother or sister.

Next, in verse 18 Paul says,
18If it is possible, as far as it depends on you, live at peace with everyone. 
Paul calls for us to live at peace with “everyone.”  Who does that include?  Everyone.  Believers?  Yes.  And Unbelievers?  Yes.  Likeable people?  Yes.  Unlikeable ones?  Yes.  What do you think he means by “live at peace?”  What are some things that come to mind when you think of “living at peace” with someone?  Take various answers.  Avoiding unnecessary conflict.  Avoiding doing things that cause offense.  Don’t take offense easily.  Shrug off the little things.  Be forgiving.  By speaking kindly, gently, graciously.  Proverbs 15:1 says
A gentle answer turns away wrath, but a harsh word stirs up anger.

Notice that Paul qualifies this instruction in two ways.  What does he say?  If it is possible.  So far as it depends on you.  Why do you think he offers those qualifications?  Take various answers.  They are practically necessary.  Sometimes it is not possible to live at peace with certain people.  Sometimes they are determined to have strife or conflict.  Can you think of any examples of this?  Take various answers.  I’ve seen this in some broken marriages, where it seems like one spouse or sometimes both have as their life goal making the other miserable.    But, Paul says, we should never be the ones who break the peace:  as far as it depends on us, we should live at peace with everyone.  If the other person insists on having conflict, then we might not be able to avoid conflict; but we should seek peace, not conflict.  If this happens—if the other person insists on conflict—how should we react?  Take various answers.  It’s the stuff we studied last week:  bless, don’t curse; don’t return evil for evil; don’t take revenge but serve our enemies.
Finally, at the end of this chapter, in verse 21, Paul says, 

Do not be overcome by evil, but overcome evil with good.

The word translated “overcome” is a Greek word meaning to conquer or to vanquish.  Instead of being conquered by evil, Paul says, we should conquer evil with good.  What is implied by this instruction?  Why does Paul have to warn us not to be overcome by evil?  Take various answers.  That we’re susceptible to being overcome by evil!  As we all know, both Biblically and practically, there is a great conflict between evil and good in the world.  This conflict extends into our hearts, where our old, sinful, evil nature is at war with our new, risen, good nature.  We are always at risk of being overcome by evil:  our selfishness, our discontent, our pride, our anger.  Paul is reminding us that we have to fight back against evil—both in our hearts and in the world—and overcome evil through the pursuit of the good.  In doing this, we are following the lead of our Savior Jesus Christ, who said in John 16:33:
33"I have told you these things, so that in me you may have peace. In this world you will have trouble. But take heart! I have overcome the world."

As believers in the Overcoming Christ, we too are overcomers:
 
Everyone born of God overcomes the world. This is the victory that has overcome the world, even our faith. 5Who is it that overcomes the world? Only he who believes that Jesus is the Son of God.

As believers, then, we cannot allow ourselves to be overcome by evil, which has already been overcome by Jesus Christ;  instead, we must follow him and become overcomers ourselves, overcoming evil with good.  
OK, that’s it for chapter 12!  Next week we move on to Chapter 13.  Have a great week!

