What in the World is God Doing?
Part 51: Gospel Culture in a Hostile World
Romans 12:14-21
Bless those who persecute you; bless and do not curse them. 15 Rejoice with those who rejoice, weep with those who weep. 16 Live in harmony with one another. Do not be haughty, but associate with the lowly. Never be wise in your own sight. 17 Repay no one evil for evil, but give thought to do what is honorable in the sight of all. 18 If possible, so far as it depends on you, live peaceably with all. 19 Beloved, never avenge yourselves, but leave it to the wrath of God, for it is written, “Vengeance is mine, I will repay, says the Lord.” 20 To the contrary, “if your enemy is hungry, feed him; if he is thirsty, give him something to drink; for by so doing you will heap burning coals on his head.” 21 Do not be overcome by evil, but overcome evil with good. 
There is a sense in which Paul’s letter to the Church of Rome is like a vast desert wilderness for those seeking only what they consider to be “practical advice” on the Christian life. Though I would argue there is nothing MORE practical than learning the doctrines of the gospel from which all right-mindedness comes, the first 11 chapters of Paul’s letter contain, at best, only four “what to do” statements.
That’s because, “We can never have too much understanding of what Jesus Christ has done for us; because all the commands of the gospel require all the grace of God in Jesus Christ if we are to live in those commands with the joy and freedom and empowerment of the Holy Spirit.”

But as we come to Romans 12, we find ourselves camped in a dry river-bed listening to an ominous rumblings in the distance growing louder by the second. We are in the very place desert guides warn hikers not to pitch their tents. One doesn’t camp in a dry river bed in the desert because flash floods miles away in the mountains can send an unexpected torrent of water down the channel sweeping away everything in its path.  
Romans chapter 12 is a torrent of “what to do.” It contains roughly 40 commands in 21 verses.
 When the Spirit begins to captivate us with the grace of God in Christ, these commands cease to be a dangerous and deadly flood of failures. They increasingly become our delight, our joy. So Paul is not afraid to open the floodgates of law upon us because he has been bathing us in the refreshing springs of the gospel.

The first 13 verses of chapter 12 described what life looks like in the gospel community. The Christian life is an others-focused life. True sanctification is a life of God-glorifying sacrificial service to others. We do not belong to ourselves; we belong to Jesus and Jesus has given us away to other believers. If you are trusting into Christ, your life is not about you; your life is for and about others. The gospel not only offers change for individuals, it changes individuals in order to transform a community of people – a community in which people live for others and not for themselves.
In the final section of chapter 12, we move from what the gospel culture looks like inside the congregation to how the gospel culture deals with the world of lost souls outside the doors. So Paul uses words like persecute, evil, and vengeance. Remember how Paul has wept in chapters 9 and 10 over the lostness of the lost? He wants us to know how to communicate Christ outside our gospel community.
So the apostle brings three basic ideas to the party part in these 7 verses: (1) the Christian brings blessing; (2) the Christian seeks harmony; and, (3) the Christian overcomes evil.
I. BRINGS BLESSING (12:14-15)
A. Blessing, Not Cursing (14)
1. 14 Bless those who persecute you; bless and do not curse them.
2. The word persecute in verse 14 is the same word translated seek to show (hospitality) in verse 13. It’s a rather artful way for Paul to connect these two verses.
 Pursue hospitality … Bless those who pursue you.
3. Really, this is simply one more outworking of verse 9, “The genuine love: Abhor the evil; cleave to the good” (trans. mine).
4. To bless your persecutor is to ask God to pour out his favor upon them. Why? So that person will stop persecuting me? Well, no; that is simply a kind of “spiritualized selfishness.” When we ask God to transform a hateful heart into a loving heart, we ask God to glorify himself – something that may or may not result in a change in your circumstances.
5. Rabbi Saul Paulus of Tarsus watched Stephen being stoned to death and crying aloud for God to not hold his killers’ sins against them. From that experience he later learned there is only ONE way of true blessing – a Spirit-regenerated heart that trusts into Christ’s perfect life and sacrificial death.

6. Paul practiced what he preached, “When reviled, we bless; when persecuted, we endure; 13 when slandered, we entreat. We have become, and are still, like the scum of the world, the refuse of all things” (1 Cor. 4:12-13).

7. Of course, this teaching is utterly upside-down from the fashion of the world. Nowhere in the Greco-Roman or Jewish culture had such a thing ever been commended until Jesus’ teaching:  “Love your enemies and pray for those who persecute you” (Matt. 5:44). And, “Love your enemies, do good to those who hate you, bless those who curse you, pray for those who abuse you” (Lk. 6:27-28).
 
8. What drives the grace-soaked believer is bringing blessing wherever he goes, in whatever circumstances she finds herself. When I am around others, my primary consideration ought to be, “How can I bring blessing into this person’s life?” 

9. If grace has been extended to one as unworthy as me (an enemy of God by nature) then, first and foremost, I am to be gracious to everyone else no matter how hateful they are to me. This world may be all the “heaven” they ever know. Or, my kindness may be used by God to draw them from a path of eternal death onto the road to glory.

B. Rejoice, Weep (15)
1. This language of blessing, cursing, rejoicing, and weeping is salvation language. It’s the language the Bible associates with God’s saving covenant. When God’s saving covenant is trusted, blessings and joy follow. When his saving covenant is rejected, cursing and weeping follow.

2. What makes us Christians is that the Spirit has given us trust that God loved us when we hated him. He died for us when we would happily have killed him. Because God has energized us with this eternal, unshakable blessing, we are driven to think like Paul, the man who had once helped murder Stephen out of pure hatred for the grace of Jesus.

3. That is why it’s required that I be compassionate to everyone, no exceptions. Paul says, “15 Rejoice with those who rejoice, weep with those who weep.” He’s giving us a practical illustration of how to bless others.
4. It’s always easier to cry with those who are crying because they have lost what we fear losing. But to rejoice with someone who has what we want (or want more of) demands that I be wholly others-focused.
5. You can weep with anyone with whom you share a similar painful experience – because there’s something about YOU in the shared experience. But when your neighbor gets a new car and your junker has to go back into the shop again, well that’s another matter entirely.
6. No one is jealous of somebody else’s pain, only their success. Only a Spirit-accomplished growing understanding of the gospel can produce the others-focus God’s law requires for us to be a blessing to others in their pain and their joy. 
II. SEEKS HARMONY (12:16-18)
A. Think (16)
1. The difference the gospel makes to the believer is that the Spirit transforms us into the kind of people who can be a blessing in any situation. The Christian brings blessing even to her persecutors.
2. Even a brief survey of Evangelicalism will tell you blessing is not our characteristic response to opposition. Our characteristic response is, “Let’s strike back; fight fire with fire.” 
3. But Paul explains because of the gospel, Christians are those who seek to bring harmony. 16 Live in harmony with one another. Do not be haughty, but associate with the lowly. Never be wise in your own sight. 17 Repay no one evil for evil, but give thought to do what is honorable in the sight of all. 18 If possible, so far as it depends on you, live peaceably with all.
4. The command to live peaceably with all is an inside-the-church and outside-the-church command. That’s because the church is the practice field for living in the world.

5. You cannot live in conflict with others who trust Jesus and expect to live peaceably with pre-believers outside the church. If you create or fuel discord in the church, you will bring discord in the world.
6. Fellowship with other believers is one of the means of grace, one of the things the Spirit uses for our spiritual maturity. The church should be the one safe place in our lives to learn to practice blessing others and living in harmony.

7. It’s not obvious in the English translation, but Paul uses forms of the verb “to think” (φρονοῦντες …φρόνιμοι) three times in verse 16, reminding us of Paul’s demand for the right kind of “thinking” among Christians in 12:3 (not to think of himself more highly than he ought).

8. The gospel changes the way we think. It transforms us by the renewing of our minds (12:1-2). It turns our thinking upside-down and inside-out so that we spend more time thinking about Jesus and others and less time upon ourselves.
9. The gospel levels my thinking so that I begin to understand there is NO ONE beneath me, no one undeserving of my love and compassion – no politician and no prisoner, no famous and no infamous human being, no wealthy and no wanting person is beneath me when I am thinking according to the gospel.
10. The moment I begin thinking according to my Old Adam, my flesh, thousands of people become beneath me and I am free to “should” them: “They SHOULD think, do, and say what I want them to think, do, and say; they are beneath me. I am better; I will be like the Most High.”
11. But if Jesus refused to guard his glory and his privileges so that he could take on created human flesh and live a life of humility and humiliation (even to the point of a miserable death at the hands of his own hateful creatures), then NO ONE is beneath me (Phil. 2:5-11).
12. That is why Jesus promised, “Truly, I say to you, as you did it to one of the least of these my brothers, you did it to me” (Matt. 25:40). The very least the gospel teaches is that there is no one beneath my serving, my loving, and my honoring. That is upside-down thinking; it is gospel thinking.
13. Paul says, “Do not be haughty, but associate with the lowly. Never be wise in your own sight.” When that kind of gospel thinking blossoms in a congregation, it bursts outside the door and spills out into neighborhoods and schools and workplaces to bless everyone who meets it. 
B. Payback
1. Gospel thinking never lets the world set the agenda. Jesus sets the agenda so that we don’t want to get payback. We want to bless by giving love.
2. Paul says, “17 Repay no one evil for evil, but give thought to do what is honorable in the sight of all.”  So the gospel-transformed mind asks, “How can I bring blessings by doing what is good and true and beautiful?”
3. The gospel-transformed mind seeks to live peaceably with everyone as far as possible (12:18). Though someone goes to war against me, I am to be content to let God defend me. If the God of the universe has declared his love and acceptance of me and his peace with me, and shares his glory with me what more do I really need?
III. OVERCOMES EVIL (12:19-21)
A. Overcome (21)
1. In verse 21, Paul commands, “21 Do not be conquered by the evil, but be conquering the evil with the good” (trans. mine).
2. How does evil overcome us? I am overcome by evil when I let the fashions of the world set my agenda. In particular, I am overcome when my goal is MY GLORY.
3. When I am slighted, insulted, snubbed by others I become hurt and angry; so I declare a glory war with my enemy. My enemy has tarnished my glory and assaulted my “kingdom of me.”
4. To protect my glory, I respond to evil in the same spirit in which evil responds to me. That makes me part of the problem we see in culture when the Church in America feels attacked or oppressed.
5. In our culture, when the Church feels attacked or oppressed it tends to respond by trumpeting its superior morals and bemoaning its loss of cultural influence. It responds to attacks with a glory war.
6. But the gospel doesn’t just present us with a new gracious and divine truth, it creates in those who trust it a new gracious and divine spirit to handle God’s truth in a new and gracious and divine way that is utterly upside down from a glory war.

7. Angry rhetoric, political infighting, and moral posturing do not overcome evil. Only the gospel (the good) dissolves evil. “The reason the Son of God appeared was to destroy the works of the devil” (1 Jn. 3:8). The gospel is the good (v. 21) by which evil is overcome.
B. Overcomers (19-20)
1. 19 Beloved, never avenge yourselves, but leave it to the wrath of God, for it is written, “Vengeance is mine, I will repay, says the Lord.” 20 To the contrary, “if your enemy is hungry, feed him; if he is thirsty, give him something to drink; for by so doing you will heap burning coals on his head.”
2. The apostle first reminds us that no matter the evil confronting us, we are “beloved.” We are loved infinitely and eternally by the One who matters (8:28 ff.). Most importantly, we are completely undeserving of God’s one-way love and the glory he willingly shares with us.
3. So we have no need to punish anyone seeking to steal our fleeting human glory. The believer’s Old Adam and his sinful quest for personal glory must and shall die anyway. 
4. God can and will defend his own glory; he will wring his glory out of the vessels of wrath prepared for destruction (9:22) because vengeance belongs exclusively to God. My business is to glorify God by being a blessing to the church and the world.
5. Paul quotes Prov. 25:21-22 to tell us that showing hospitality to an enemy will heap burning coals on his head. Coals and fire are often pictures of God’s presence and judgment of sin (cf. Isa. 6:6).

6. So blessing my enemy can serve either to convict him of his sins and point him to the cleansing coal of Christ that touched Isaiah’s lips, or it can be further evidence for Jesus’ righteous judgment of the God-hating heart in the great day of wrath to come.  
7. Either way, God will have his glory. And either way, the Christian glorifies God by living according to gospel thinking – knowing our citizenship is in glory, not in a sin-cursed land.
8. You might recall Asaph’s song, Ps. 73. All around him he saw evil prospering, the wicked living easy lives of increasing wealth. He found it so oppressive he considered abandoning God to live for his own glory.
9. “16 But when I thought how to understand this, / it seemed to me a wearisome task, / 17 until I went into the sanctuary of God; / then I discerned their end” (Ps. 73:16-17).
10. Asaph’s vengeance evaporated as he worshipped God and considered how God’s vengeance would fall upon the wicked and how God’s one-way love was constantly holding Asaph fast to God. 

To the extent my life is centered on MY glory, I will be offended and vengeful. I will connive and grumble and work to destroy those who threaten my glorious agenda. At the very least, I will be nursing my wounded pride even if I remain silent and take no action. 

Have you thought about the fact that this will be part of the judgement of eternal damnation? Hell will overflow with the eternally-offended, eternally-self-absorbed, and eternally-vengeful souls who grind their teeth and shake their fists at God for robbing them of the glory they are certain ought to be theirs. 
Not one soul in hell will be repentant to God. They will weep and wail and grind their teeth in mourning for themselves. They will be consumed with plotting revenge they are utterly powerless to acquire. The damned will be completely curved in upon themselves and eternally consumed with their own bitterness and their inability to get even with the judge who sent them there.
When Asaph saw that end for the wicked, his bitterness vanished with an eruption of praise to God for God’s faithful love to Asaph. The only way you can live as a blessing to everyone around you, even your enemies, is to be transformed by the renewal of your mind in gospel thinking – to know that you have inherited Adam’s guilt and willingly owned it through your own sinful attitudes and actions; to know that only Christ’s perfect law-keeping life and his shed blood on the cross in your place for you sin (while you were still his enemy) is the ONLY good news you can trust to earn you peace with God and a share in God’s eternal glory.
Then you can sing with Asaph:

“23 Nevertheless, I am continually with you; / you hold my right hand. / 24 You guide me with your counsel, / and afterward you will receive me to glory. / 25 Whom have I in heaven but you? / And there is nothing on earth that I desire besides you. / 26 My flesh and my heart may fail, / but God is the strength of my heart and my portion forever” (Ps. 73:23-26).
� Sinclair Ferguson, Romans 12:14-21 Counter-Cultural Christians. Accessed 1/5/16 at: � HYPERLINK "http://mp3.sa-media.com/filearea/3912854592/3912854592.mp3" �http://mp3.sa-media.com/filearea/3912854592/3912854592.mp3�


� Id.


� Moo, 780.


�Id., 781.


� Ferguson, op. cit.


� Moo, 782.


� Ferguson, op. cit.


� Moo, 788.





PAGE  
3

