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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? 

Two weeks ago we looked at what Paul has to say in verses 1 through 7 of Chapter 13 about the relationship between believers and the “governing authorities:”

1Everyone must submit himself to the governing authorities, for there is no authority except that which God has established. The authorities that exist have been established by God. 2Consequently, he who rebels against the authority is rebelling against what God has instituted, and those who do so will bring judgment on themselves. 3For rulers hold no terror for those who do right, but for those who do wrong. Do you want to be free from fear of the one in authority? Then do what is right and he will commend you. 4For he is God's servant to do you good. But if you do wrong, be afraid, for he does not bear the sword for nothing. He is God's servant, an agent of wrath to bring punishment on the wrongdoer. 5Therefore, it is necessary to submit to the authorities, not only because of possible punishment but also because of conscience. 6This is also why you pay taxes, for the authorities are God's servants, who give their full time to governing. 7Give everyone what you owe him: If you owe taxes, pay taxes; if revenue, then revenue; if respect, then respect; if honor, then honor.

We looked at seven main ideas that Paul develops in these verses:
1) Believers are to submit to the governing authorities.  

2) There is no authority except that which God has established.  The authorities that exist have been established by God.  

3) Rebellion against the governing authorities is rebellion against what God has established.  

4) The governing authorities are God’s servants. 

5) If we submit to the authorities, we have no reason to fear them. 

6) We should pay our taxes.

7) We should respect and honor the governing authorities.  

Paul begins by calling believers to submit to—to obey—the governing authorities, but he ends with an even higher calling:  believers should honor and respect the authorities.   We should show them respect and give them honor because they are the servants of God, which is absolutely worthy of respect and honor.

If you recall, we ended two weeks ago with a question:   Why do you think Paul is so insistent that we submit to, honor, and respect the governing authorities?  What’s his reason for taking this position?  Discuss.  
OK, let’s move on to verses 8, 9, and 10:
 8Let no debt remain outstanding, except the continuing debt to love one another, for he who loves his fellowman has fulfilled the law. 9The commandments, "Do not commit adultery," "Do not murder," "Do not steal," "Do not covet," and whatever other commandment there may be, are summed up in this one rule: "Love your neighbor as yourself." 10Love does no harm to its neighbor. Therefore love is the fulfillment of the law. 
Paul begins, “Let no debt remain outstanding, except the debt to love one another…”  The NASB translates it this way:

8Owe nothing to anyone except to love one another;

A literal translation of the first part of this verse would read something like this:  “Do not continue owing a person.”  Recall that back in verse 7 Paul said, “7Give everyone what you owe him: If you owe taxes, pay taxes; if revenue, then revenue; if respect, then respect; if honor, then honor.”  You can think about verse 8 as a continuation of verse 7:  “If you owe taxes, pay taxes… if you owe debt, pay your debt.”

When Paul says, “Let no debt remain outstanding,” he’s offering two related but distinct principles.  Can you see them both?  What’s the first one? The first is that that if we owe money, we should repay what we owe; we should pay our bills on time; that we should not be deadbeats.  Why is that important?  It is consistent with the general Biblical principle that we should strive to have good reputations and to avoid behaviors that will bring shame on us or our Lord.  What’s the second? The second is, avoid debt—don’t owe money.  Why is that important?  It is consistent with the Bible’s general warnings about the dangers of debt, such as Proverbs 22:7:

The rich rule over the poor, and the borrower is servant to the lender.

Debt is not prohibited by scripture but it is discouraged.  Here, Paul is offering good advice to us based on Biblical wisdom:  if you’re in debt, pay off what you owe, and then if possible stay out of debt: “let no debt remain outstanding.”  
In the second half of verse 8, Paul transitions from a financial principle to a spiritual one:  

8Let no debt remain outstanding, except the continuing debt to love one another, for he who loves his fellowman has fulfilled the law.
Paul says, while we should repay our financial debts, there is one debt—one obligation—that we cannot escape:  the debt—the obligation—to love one another.  The Greek word for love here is agape:  the active, self-sacrificing, unconditional love with which God loves us.  Recall that back in 12:9 and 12:10, Paul said that “Love must be sincere” and that we should be “devoted to one another in brotherly love.”  Here, he returns to the theme of love, expressing the idea that as believers we have an obligation, similar to a debt, to love one another.  
When Paul says, that we should “love one another,” to whom is he referring?  Believers?  Or everyone?  Discuss.  In context here, “one another” has the same meaning as “your neighbor” in verses 9 and 10.  The word translated as neighbor literally means near, quite near, or nearby. Figuratively, the word means to be near someone and thus be a neighbor.  The implication is that are neighbors are those enar us—those with who we come into contact each day by day.  So the idea of loving one another—our neighbors—extends  beyond believers to all people.  As followers of Christ, who agaped the world enough to offer himself as a sacrifice for its sins, we likewise are called to agape the world.

Why does Paul say that we should love one another?  Because “he who loves his fellowman has fulfilled the law.”  The word translated as “fulfilled” means to make full, to complete, or to accomplish.   So, Paul is saying, when we love our fellowmen we have accomplished what the law requires.  In other words, by loving one another, we fulfill the requirements of the Ten Commandments.  
Paul develops that idea further in the following verses:
9The commandments, "Do not commit adultery," "Do not murder," "Do not steal," "Do not covet," and whatever other commandment there may be, are summed up in this one rule: "Love your neighbor as yourself."  10Love does no harm to its neighbor. Therefore love is the fulfillment of the law.
Paul’s teaching here is nearly identical to Jesus’ words recorded in Matthew 22:
 34Hearing that Jesus had silenced the Sadducees, the Pharisees got together. 35One of them, an expert in the law, tested him with this question: 36"Teacher, which is the greatest commandment in the Law?" 37Jesus replied: " ‘Love the Lord your God with all your heart and with all your soul and with all your mind.' 38This is the first and greatest commandment. 39And the second is like it: 'Love your neighbor as yourself.'  40All the Law and the Prophets hang on these two commandments."

And to his own teaching in Galatians 5:14:

The entire law is summed up in a single command: "Love your neighbor as yourself."

Paul says that all of the individual commandments are “summed up” in the command to “Love your neighbor as yourself."  The word translated “summed up” means to bring together under one head.  The idea is a list or an outline, where many instances or examples are listed under one primary heading or category.  Here, the category is love, and the individual commandments—do not murder, do not steal—are instances or examples of that heading.    
Paul says that “he who loves his fellowman has fulfilled the law.”  Why is it true that when we love one another we fulfill, or accomplish the requirement of the law?  Discuss.  Paul explains it in verse 10, “Love does no harm to its neighbor.”  If you really love someone, are you going to steal from him?  Sleep with his wife?  Kill him?   No—if you really love someone, you’re going to put his interests and needs ahead of your own.  Instead of putting yourself ahead of your neighbor, and thinking of him as a means to your own ends and desires, if you love your neighbor you’re going to put him ahead of you, and think about how you can help him achieve his desires.  
But don’t we often sin against people we love?  How is that consistent with this teaching?  Discuss.  When we sin against those we “love,” at that moment or in those actions we aren’t loving them.  We sin against them when we insist on putting our interests, needs, and desires ahead of theirs, and when we do that, we’re not loving them.  So I think Paul gets it exactly right when he says that “love does no harm to its neighbor.” 
Notice that as Paul is listing off the commandments, he includes coveting in his list.  That’s pretty interesting, because coveting is a bit different from the other commandments.  How is it different?  While the other commandments concern behaviors—“do not steal” and “do not murder”—coveting is all about the attitudes of the heart.  For that reason, while breaking the other commandments brings harm on your neighbor, you can covet your neighbor’s goods all day long without doing him any physical harm.  So how does coveting fit here?  How does it harm our neighbors when we covet their things?  Why is coveting your neighbor’s things inconsistent with loving him?  Discuss.  When we covet our neighbor’s things, we are in effect wishing him harm:  we are wishing that what he has would be taken away from him and be given to us.  That’s inconsistent with the agape idea of self-sacrifice—of putting other’s needs and desires ahead of our own.  In fact, there is no way we can really love our neighbor and wish the best for him if we are at the same time envious of him and his possessions.  Like coveting, love is an attitude of the heart, and the two are really mutually exclusive:  if we love our neighbor, we won’t covet his things, and if we are coveting our neighbor’s things, at that moment we are not loving him.
Paul says, quoting Moses, that each of us should “love his neighbor as yourself.”  This command, from Leviticus 19:18, is quoted 9 times in the NT—more than any other verse.  We’ve already seen three of those.  In addition to those, Jesus includes it in the list of commandments in his dialogue with the rich young ruler (Matthew 19): 

16Now a man came up to Jesus and asked, "Teacher, what good thing must I do to get eternal life?" 
17"Why do you ask me about what is good?" Jesus replied. "There is only One who is good. If you want to enter life, obey the commandments." 
 18"Which ones?" the man inquired. 
Jesus replied, " 'Do not murder, do not commit adultery, do not steal, do not give false testimony, 19honor your father and mother,' and 'love your neighbor as yourself.'" 
And James quotes it in James 2:8:

If you really keep the royal law found in Scripture, "Love your neighbor as yourself," you are doing right.

Explain the idea of “loving your neighbor as yourself” to me.  What does it mean to love someone else in the same way that you love yourself?  Discuss.  In the same way that we look after our interests, that we protect ourselves from harm, that we seek pleasure and fulfillment for ourselves, we should likewise have the same attitude and desires for others.  Some people interpret this instruction—love your neighbor as yourself—as a command to love yourself better.  What do you think about that?  Discuss.  As depraved sinners, we have no difficulty whatsoever in loving ourselves.  Luther wrote, "because of the defect of his nature, man loves himself above everything else.”  Paul simply commands us to love our neighbors with the same intensity and commitment that we love ourselves.
Paul says, “8Let no debt remain outstanding, except the continuing debt to love one another…” Why is it right to think about our requirement to love one another as a debt—something we owe—instead of something we do voluntarily?  What is the source of that obligation?  Discuss.  1 John 4:19 says, “We love because he first loved us.”  Having been loved by the Father, it is now our privilege and duty to reflect that love to our neighbors.  Further, when Jesus was asked about the greatest commandments, he pointed to the commandment that we love our neighbors as ourselves.  So loving our neighbors is not optional for those who have been called by God—it is a commandment.   
Paul says, “8Let no debt remain outstanding, except the continuing debt to love one another, for he who loves his fellowman has fulfilled the law.”  Why is it important to fulfill the law?  I thought we were free from the law?  What difference does it make if we fulfill the law?  Discuss.  Our salvation does not depend on our ability to keep the commandments.  In that sense, those of us who have put their trust in Christ are free from the law—we are no longer subject to it judgment or its condemnation.  But that does not change the fact that the law describes the will of God for our lives.  The law mandates how God wishes for us to live:  putting him first, worshipping only him, and then doing no harm to our neighbors.  As those who follow God, our desire should be to obey him and to do our best to keep his commandments.  In fact, Jesus said, 15"If you love me, you will obey what I command.” (John 14:15) and “Whoever has my commands and obeys them, he is the one who loves me. (John 14:21).  So obedience to God’s commandments is an expression of our love for Christ, the one who loved us enough to endure the cross on our behalf.
So it’s that simple:  we should agape one another, and in doing so we will fulfill the requirements of the law.  Anyone have a problem with that?  It’s impossible to do!  Putting the interests and needs or others ahead of our own—sacrificing ourselves for the benefit of others—is simply not possible to do in our own strength consistently.  To do so is unnatural and goes against our strongest instincts and desires.  So how do we do it?  How do we fulfill this instruction?  The power of the Holy Spirit.  It’s a result of being transformed and being renewed.  We do it in His power, not our own.  
Ok, so here’s our application idea for this week.  I want you to think about a neighbor—someone who lives nearby, or someone you work with, or someone else with whom you come into contact regularly—and I want to think about a specific way that you can agape that person this week.  The Bible says that you owe that person a debt of love—that you are obligated to love them.  So how are you going to pay that debt this week?  What specific things are you going to do to serve that person, or sacrifice for them, or put their needs ahead of your own?  

We’ll report back next week!  See you then.

11And do this, understanding the present time. The hour has come for you to wake up from your slumber, because our salvation is nearer now than when we first believed. 12The night is nearly over; the day is almost here. So let us put aside the deeds of darkness and put on the armor of light. 13Let us behave decently, as in the daytime, not in orgies and drunkenness, not in sexual immorality and debauchery, not in dissension and jealousy. 14Rather, clothe yourselves with the Lord Jesus Christ, and do not think about how to gratify the desires of the sinful nature.[c]

It would technically be possible to keep the commandment not to murder while having a hateful, spiteful heart—you simply control your behavior.  But coveting is not behavioral—it is entirely about attitude.  There is no discipline you can exert that can keep you from coveting.  
