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“Outward Love”      Text – Romans 12:17-21   QA 52      Readings – Lev. 19:1-4, 9-18 / Matt. 5:43-48 

Congregation of the Lord Jesus Christ,
Many of us will have heard these sayings before:
The way you live your life is the only Gospel that many non-Christians will ever read.  
There are people who will not take the time or get the opportunity to read Matthew, Mark, Luke or John.  But they will get to see how you talk and behave.
A similar saying says this: Preach the Gospel.  And if necessary, use words.  
And the message is the same – the aroma of Christ ought to seep out of the way I think and talk and behave, by way of comparison with the non-believers around me.  
And these sayings are not just some cutesy slogans that we find on the inside of ‘Christian’ greeting cards that we buy from the Christian Superstore.  
· Jesus said in John 13:35, “By this all men will know that you are my disciples, if you love one another.”  
· And we have noted these words in 1 Peter 2:12 many times, “Live such good lives among the pagans that … they may see your good deeds and glorify God on the day He visits us.”
Well, it is this gospel-flavoured life that is very much to the fore in the passage before us today.  Having spent quite some time providing a whole host of instructions that largely have to do with relationships inside the four walls of the congregation, the attention switches now to relationships with those outside the four walls of the congregation.  There is to be brotherly love within the body of Christ, but now we are to hear something about the way believers conduct themselves towards those who do not believe in Jesus Christ.  
And note that the instructions have in view, especially, those who are enemies of believers.  
As was typical with all the early NT churches, outright and often brutal persecution was a reality.  And right from v17, it is clear that acts of evil were being done to the believers in Rome.  And we know from Scripture that evil will always be something that believers endure.  
· Jesus said to His disciples in Matthew 10:34-36, “Do not suppose that I have come to bring peace to the earth.  I did not come to bring peace, but a sword.”  
· And Jesus went on to say, “A man's enemies will be the members of his own household.”  
· And in 1 Peter 4:12 we read, “Dear friends, do not be surprised at the painful trial you are suffering, as though something strange were happening to you.”  
And so, as the Apostle continues to outline the shape of the Christian life, we consider, today,  Gospel flavoured living in the face of evil.  And we simply consider the two halves of the coin set before us in these verses; what is forbidden and what is expected.
1. And this pattern of what is forbidden being joined with what is expected continues what we read in Romans 12:2: “Do not conform to the pattern of this world” – that’s the forbidden, “but be transformed by the renewing of your mind” – that’s what is expected.  
2. And the forbidden, first of all, is seen, in v17, “Do not repay anyone evil for evil,” and v19, “Do not take revenge, my friends, and in v21, “Do not be overcome by evil.”  
a. And what is commanded here is a way of behaving and thinking that is opposite to the pattern of this world.  The pattern of this world is you shout at me, I’ll shout back; you push me, I’ll push you back; you insult me, I’ll insult you back.  
i. And I was going to say that we learn this very early on in life, but that’s not true, is it.  We don’t learn this, we are born like this.  Infants and toddlers, from as soon as they can walk and talk, will give as good as they get, just like that; instinctively.  
A. You parents will have seen this in your own children as one hits the other and the other gets this look of anger on their face and whacks the other one back.  Or one child takes the train off the other and the other grabs it back.  It’s there, in us.  
ii. What we learn is how to do this more subtly and deviously and we might learn different methods of doing this.  As husbands and wives, for example – you said something nasty to me, well, just you wait; you refused something I wanted, well two can play at that game, darling!
iii. But as I said earlier, what is especially in view here is our attitude toward non-believers who are being overtly evil or unjust towards us.  
b. But the pattern of this word is also revenge.  As the saying goes, revenge is sweet.  
i. And the desire for revenge is also something that we don’t have to work hard to have, right?  It is there at an early age and it is strong.  
A. I remember a movie that I saw many years ago.  A man’s family was attacked.  And the police made a terrible job of the case so that the attackers got away with it.  So this man started to target the criminals and then the police and then the lawyers.  He started to kill them one by one.  But right near the end, the police caught this man before his full plan of revenge was carried out.  And that was the end of the movie.  Well you know what?  I didn’t like the ending.  I was upset that he didn’t get to kill everyone he set out to kill.  In my mind, those who had been so unjust and uncaring deserved everything they got.  
B. And perhaps as you listen to this story or substitute it with ones from your own experiences with injustice or unfairness or violence, that instinctive but sinful desire for revenge is there in your heart also. 
c. And you can imagine the variety of temptations we might face in this whole area from day to day.  
i. Your boss has been mercilessly targeting you because you profess faith in Christ, or a co-worker just mocks you to bits because you are a Jesus freak, or a classmate at school makes jokes about your Christian views or mocks you for doing something right when everyone else is happy to do what is wrong – maybe they show disrespect to the teacher but you refuse to, or they are late with assignments but you are on time or early.  And they pick on you.  
ii. And the opportunity comes for you to get back at them, somehow.  You could damage something of theirs, without them knowing it was you.  You could say something nasty about them online.  You could answer back with some mocking of your own.  You could steal something from the boss and probably get away with it.
iii. But our text is very clear: Believers are not to repay evil for evil or to take revenge or to be overcome by evil.  
iv. And I want to point you to two passages of scripture that show the Christ-like response to evil, very clearly.  One of them is from the OT and is an example of godliness, and the other is from the NT and provides us with a basis for godliness.
A. And I am sure you boys and girls know the story of David and Saul.  
1) Some of you studied it at the cadet camp recently.  In 1 Samuel 24, Saul has been exceedingly wicked to David.  He has even tried to kill him, several times.  And in the Lord’s providence, David comes across Saul and his men who are sleeping in a cave.  So David’s men rejoice and tell David that His enemy has been given into his hands.  Kill him, David!  But what did David do?  He cut off a corner of Saul’s robe, went out of the cave, called out to Saul and woke him up, and showed him the piece of his robe.  David would not pay back evil for evil.  In fact, David then bowed down and prostrated himself, which means lay down on the ground, before the king.  And it is actions like this that are why David is described as “a man after God’s own heart.”
B. But turn with me now, also, to 1 Peter 2:18.  
1) Here Peter writes to Christian slaves who have unbelieving and violent owners: “Slaves, submit yourselves to your masters with all respect, not only to those who are good and considerate, but also to those who are harsh.  For it is commendable if a man bears up under the pain of unjust suffering because he is conscious of God.  But how is it to your credit if you receive a beating for doing wrong and endure it?  But if you suffer for doing good and you endure it, this is commendable before God.”  
2) And note these next and vital words, “To this you were called, because Christ suffered for you, leaving you an example, that you should follow in his steps.  "He committed no sin, and no deceit was found in his mouth."  When they hurled their insults at him, he did not retaliate; when he suffered, he made no threats.  Instead, he entrusted himself to him who judges justly.  He himself bore our sins in his body on the tree, so that we might die to sins and live for righteousness; by his wounds you have been healed.”
d. This being prepared to endure evil is the life your Saviour, Jesus, lived to secure your salvation.
i. And it is only as we fill our hearts and minds with Him and what He did, taking time to read about and meditate on it and pray about it that our natural instincts to pay back evil for evil and take revenge will be replaced with the ability to do as He commands; to love as He loved and to forgive as He forgave.
ii. Some of you will be familiar with the story of Corrie ten Boom.  
A. Her and her family hid Jews from the Nazis in their home in the Netherlands.  And for this ‘crime,’ they were sent to a German concentration camp in Ravensbruck, Germany.  
B. Well, Corrie ten Boom tells her story in her autobiography, the Hiding Place, which was later turned into a movie.  And you can see interviews with her on YouTube.  And parents, they would make worthwhile Youtube clips to watch with your children.
C. Arriving at the concentration camp, she and her sick sister, Betsie, and all the other women and girls were stripped naked in front of the soldiers and forced to shower.  Well, many years later, after her release and after the war, Corrie toured the world and spoke about her experiences and shared the gospel of God’s forgiveness in Christ.  And listen to what happened on one occasion: “It was at a church service in Munich that I saw him, the former SS man who had stood guard at the shower room door in the processing centre at Ravensbruck. He was the first of our actual jailers that I had seen since that time.  And suddenly it was all there – the roomful of mocking men, the heaps of clothing, Betsie’s pain-blanched face.  He came up to me as the church was emptying, beaming and bowing. “How grateful I am for your message Fräulein”, he said “To think that, as you say, He has washed my sins away!”  His hand was thrust out to shake mine.  And I, who had preached so often to the people in Bloemendaal the need to forgive, kept my hand at my side.  Even as the angry, vengeful thoughts boiled through me, I saw the sin of them.  Jesus Christ had died for this man; was I going to ask for more?  Lord Jesus, I prayed, forgive me and help me to forgive him.  I tried to smile, I struggled to raise my hand.  I could not.  I felt nothing, not the slightest spark of warmth or charity.  And so again I breathed a silent prayer. Jesus, I cannot forgive him.  Give me Your Forgiveness.  As I took his hand the most incredible thing happened.  From my shoulder along my arm and through my hand a current seemed to pass from me to him, while into my heart sprang a love for this stranger that almost overwhelmed me.  And so I discovered that it is not on our forgiveness any more than on our goodness that the world’s healing hinges, but on His.  When He tells us to love our enemies, He gives, along with the command, the love itself.”
e. Jesus endured insults, torture, and the cross that you might be forgiven.  So do not pay back evil for evil, do not take revenge, and do not be overcome by evil.
Instead, and now we move on from what is forbidden to what is expected, “Be careful to do what is right in the sight of everybody,” from v17, and “if it is possible, as far as it depends on you, live at peace with everyone,” from v18, and “leave room for God's wrath, for it is written: "It is mine to avenge; I will repay," says the Lord,” from v19, and “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,” from v20, and “overcome evil with good,” from v21.
1. Well, to begin with, the NIV has v17 as “Be careful to do what is right in the sight of everybody.”  The NAS has it as “respect what is right in the sight of all men.”  The ESV has it as “Give thought to do what is honourable in the sight of all.”  So you get a sense of the elastic nature of the Greek words that are used.  
a. But I think that the ESV rendering best conveys the active sense of what is in view here.  Not only am I to avoid paying back evil for evil, I am to be busy planning and thinking about and being careful to do what is good.  
i. Because the world’s way and the sinfully instinctive way is revenge and evil for evil, I have to ‘go to school,’ so to speak, and apply myself to the study of that which is commonly accepted as good.
ii. And it’s a thought similar to the one we read in Hebrews 10:24, “Spur one another on to love and good deeds.”  Spurs are designed to cause a little pain so that the horse avoids trouble and goes in the right direction.  
A. If I am spiritually lazy, I will fall over on to the side of paying back evil for evil and revenge.  
B. And so, as 1 Tim 4:7 says, “Train yourself to be godly.”  
1) And the Greek word translated as ‘Train” is the word from which we get ‘gymnastics.’  As you must train to be physically fit, so you must train to be spiritually fit.  
2) And we do this, first and foremost, by the study of God’s Word.  What behaviour and thought and language is held up in scripture as good?  Psalm 15 for example.

3) And there are books that can help us think through these things and when we meet with other believers, we apply biblical principle to the situations of ordinary life – how should I think or speak or behave in this situation?   What ways of behaving best promote the cause of Jesus Christ?  
2. But also, we are to live at peace with everyone, as far as it depends on us.  
a. You boys and girls will remember the time in the Garden of Gethsemane when Jesus was being arrested and Peter took out a sword and struck off the ear of the High Priest’s servant.  But Jesus rebuked Peter and healed the man.  Jesus said, “Put your sword back in its place … for all who draw the sword will die by the sword.”  
i. Jesus did not come to convert the world to Himself with a sword sword but with what sort of sword?  “The sword of the Spirit, which is the Word of God.”
ii. And we see the importance of these words as we think about Islam, for instance.  

A. There are many who would tell us that Islam is religion of peace.  But the evidence that we see in those who really take Islam seriously suggests otherwise.  Right?
iii. And I know it is hard for us to fully appreciate the cultural climate of the Crusades, but how much damage has been done to the cause of Christ by what those soldiers did in the name of Christ!  
iv. And the same is so in terms of the sectarian violence that was seen in Northern Ireland for years and years as those claiming to be Roman Catholic killed and maimed those claiming to be Protestant, and vice versa.  And many people, just because of things like that, have no time for Christianity at all.
v. James Montgomery Boice tells the story of a town in the US that had a four way crossroad in the middle.  And there were churches on three of the four corners.  And when someone asked what the three churches were, a local replied, That one is United Presbyterian and that one is Reformed Presbyterian, and the third one is for those Presbyterians who are neither United nor Reformed.

A. And yes,  there are times when believers must make difficult decisions in regards to the truth of the gospel.  But how many times have church splits come about because of personality conflicts and a lack of attention given to this command?

B. And the existence of so many denominations is enough, in the minds of some, to excuse them from a Christianity that preaches unity but practices something quite different, it looks to them.  
b. Ken Sande has a book called The Peacemaker.  We have it in our library.  In it, he explores biblical peace-making.  And he uses biblical examples to warn us against being a peace-breaker or a peace-faker.  Which of the three are you?

i. Jesus said, “Blessed are the peacemakers, for they will be called sons of God.”
ii. And believer, look back at Romans 5:1.  Tell me: What is yours in Jesus Christ?  Peace with God.  
iii. In His High Priestly Prayer, Jesus said, “Peace I leave with you; my peace I give you.”  
iv. And one of the ways we grow in the ability to keep the peace and to make peace is by leaving room for the wrath of God.

A. Earlier we read from 1 Peter 2 where slaves were called on to be prepared to even endure a beating for the sake of the gospel.  But in so doing, they were pointed to the example of Jesus with the words, When He was mistreated, “He entrusted Himself to Him who judges justly.”  
1) There will come a day when all those who committed evil against God’s children will be called to give account for what they did and judged accordingly.  And we are to leave room for that judgment rather than to mete it out ourselves.

B. That is the pattern of this world.  You’re hurt or inconvenienced or treated unfairly, and you have to get your own back or deliver justice.

1) But what is the way of the renewed mind?  The mind that sets its heart on things above, where Christ is seated at the right hand of God?  “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.”

a) Three possible ways of understanding these words:

i) Increase his guilt and eternal punishment.

ii) Cause him to feel guilty and ashamed.

iii) This is the best way to win him over to Christ.

A) i and ii may be the case – that is God’s business.  But in terms of the motivation of my heart that is most in keeping with Romans and this passage here, which is the call to love my enemy, surely iii ought to be what drives me.

i. I caused Jesus to know undeserved pain and sorrow, but I have received from Christ grace and forgiveness.

ii. May God be pleased to show he or she who is my enemy now, a taste of the grace that He has shown me, and so be won over to Christ.  
Jesus said this in the Beatitudes, “Blessed are those who are persecuted because of righteousness, for theirs is the kingdom of heaven.  Blessed are you when people insult you, persecute you and falsely say all kinds of evil against you because of me.  Rejoice and be glad, because great is your reward in heaven, for in the same way they persecuted the prophets who were before you.”  
So let’s not be evil repayers or revenge getters.  Let’s be those who take care to do what is right and who place a high value on peace.

And let’s do so because of the grace and peace that is ours in the Lord Jesus Christ.  Amen.

