Sunday, January 18, 2009 – In memory of Agnes White – Sanctity of Human Life Sunday
The counter-intuitive ways of God #3 To forgive and bless when you’d rather take revenge.
Romans 12:9-21
19 Do 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. 

Romans 12:19 NIV

-----------
Two weeks ago Steve Thomas introduced us to our theme of The Counter-Intuitive Ways of God by taking us to Jeremiah 21. What we mean by the phrase is: God’s ways often go against our natural inclination. If we buy into the notion that we can please God by just doing what comes naturally, we will miss the mark many times. 
It was counter-intuitive for the people of Judah to surrender themselves to their enemies into order to preserve their lives. It took faith, of which they were in short supply, to trust God and believe that His blessing was going to come through the discipline of humiliation.
Last week, as we examined the 3rd chapter of Malachi, we were struck again with how out of synch with our nature is God’s means of prospering us. He tells us that it is in giving that we receive. But, it is amazing how difficult it is to let go of money and things, even when they never belonged to us in the first place. 
I believe it is a correct conclusion for those wondering why it has to be this way that this is the way we learn to trust God and find Him to be true and faithful. When God tells us to do something that goes counter to conventional wisdom, it really is a test of our ability to trust God, to do it His way even when it seems not to make sense.
Malachi 3 makes it clear that God is not bashful about offering to bless us in exchange for our obedience and faith. His blessing involves both an increase in productivity and a reduction of losses. 

But most striking to me is the desire of God to create a people, a community of believers in Him, who are distinct from the culture in which they live. God says it a couple different ways. The result of God’s blessings that follow their obedience is found in verse 12 of Malachi 3: 12 “Then all the nations will call you blessed, for yours will be a delightful land,” says the Lord Almighty. 

Not only will joy and delight be a mark of God’s people, but so will righteousness. God is excited about making us a significant part of His treasured possession. Verses 17 & 18:
17 “They will be Mine,” says the Lord Almighty, “in the day when I make up My treasured possession. I will spare them, just as in compassion a man spares his son who serves him. 18 And you will again see the distinction between the righteous and the wicked, between those who serve God and those who do not. 

This truth prepares us well for what we find in Romans 12. Just as it is counter-intuitive to give when we would rather keep or even take, so it goes against what we naturally tend to do to forgive when we would much prefer to take revenge and even the score, maybe even get a little bit ahead in the game.
In our text for today, Paul is trying to convince us that it is in our best interest, and most honoring to God, to let God play the role of Judge in our interpersonal relationships rather than us.
It is crucial that we understand the basis for the ethical instructions that Paul gives us in the second half of Romans 12. Otherwise, it will make trusting God on this very difficult.
Paul has built his case by writing 11 previous chapters before coming to this instruction in chapter 12. In 2 verses, Paul summarizes his teachings in the first 11 chapters. 
Romans 12:1-2 (NIV)
1 Therefore, I urge you, brothers, in view of God’s mercy, to offer your bodies as living sacrifices, holy and pleasing to God—this is your spiritual act of worship. 2 Do not conform any longer to the pattern of this world, but be transformed by the renewing of your mind. Then you will be able to test and approve what God’s will is—His good, pleasing and perfect will. 
Last week I noted that through Malachi, God was attempting to bring His people into a total transformation; from living selfishly to living obediently; from pursuing evil to pursuing righteousness; from being small-minded people to being God-minded people, people who can look at life from God’s perspective and act accordingly.
Here in Romans, Paul is saying that God still is looking for a total transformation of His people. Paul says it starts by having an understanding of the mercy of God. That is a hugely brief summary of much of Romans 1-11. God has shown us mercy when we deserved to be shown judgment and condemnation. There isn’t one among us who deserves to be shown mercy. Apart from the grace of God, we have nothing to commend ourselves to God. As nice as we all are, everyone of us can’t score a perfect 100 on the test of living pure and righteous lives. The truth of that becomes quite obvious when we face God’s standard about not taking revenge against someone who has offended or injured us.
Folks, our default reaction is to wish on the offender the same pain we have received at his hands. We might think we stack up pretty good against the competition that surrounds us. The only problem is, Jesus Christ is the standard, not our fellow humans.
So, before taking on the admonish of Paul to forgive when we would much rather take revenge, let’s take note of two very important truths about God. They are embedded in the first two verses of Romans 12.

(1) First, God has demonstrated His mercy towards us through His Son Jesus Christ dying on the cross in our place. Until we grasp the amazingness of this reality, we will likely not be moved to obey God. So, I place this cross before us to remind us of the mercy of God that compels us to obey God’s Son.
Romans 12:1-2 (NIV)
1 Therefore, I urge you, brothers, in view of God’s mercy, to offer your bodies as living sacrifices, holy and pleasing to God—this is your spiritual act of worship. 2 Do not conform any longer to the pattern of this world, but be transformed by the renewing of your mind. Then you will be able to test and approve what God’s will is—His good, pleasing and perfect will. 
We sang the song, “We fall down, we lay our crowns, at the feet of Jesus. The greatness of His mercy and love, at the feet of Jesus.” Folks, we need to linger at the cross. For some of us, we need to linger there every day lest we start to get a little bit too big for our britches. Recognizing how much we have been forgiven is the foundation on which we stand when we are challenged by God to extend forgiveness to others. The impetus for extending forgiveness comes from being forgiven – and even to the degree we have received forgiveness.
Folks, some of us have trouble forgiving because we falsely think we don’t have much to be forgiven of. Until that gets straightened out we will struggle greatly with giving forgiveness. So, all of us must understand the implications of why Christ had to go to the cross. Only He met God’s standard. Only He could adequately stand in our place on Judgment Day.

(2) The second vital truth that will help us make sense of Paul’s instructions in verses 9-21 is represented by this chair. It is that God is the Supreme and Final Judge. He always hands out righteous judgments. And, He ultimately brings justice wherever there is injustice. We may have to wait until Judgment Day, but eventually all disputes will be adjudicated justly by the Supreme Judge, God Himself.
Consider this: if you are assured that all disputes will be justly settled by God some day, that awareness in and of itself will do much to put you at peace when you find yourself on the short end of the stick. Instead of being a conduit of more evil, you become a conveyer of God’s grace. You become part of God’s solution rather than exacerbating the problem.
It’s time now to look at our text for today. We must begin by reading this text together. Because this is in the form of a long list, let’s have the men read all the odd numbered verses and the women read all the even numbered. Let’s stand as we read God’s word together.
Romans 12:9-21 (NIV)
9 Love must be sincere. Hate what is evil; cling to what is good. 
10 Be devoted to one another in brotherly love. Honor one another above yourselves. 
11 Never be lacking in zeal, but keep your spiritual fervor, serving the Lord. 
12 Be joyful in hope, patient in affliction, faithful in prayer. 
-
13 Share with God’s people who are in need. Practice hospitality. 
14 Bless those who persecute you; bless and do not curse. 
15 Rejoice with those who rejoice; mourn with those who mourn. 
16 Live in harmony with one another. Do not be proud, but be willing to associate with people of low position. Do not be conceited. 
-
17 Do not repay anyone evil for evil. Be careful to do what is right in the eyes of everybody. 
18 If it is possible, as far as it depends on you, live at peace with everyone. 
-
19 Do 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. 
20 On 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.”
21 Do not be overcome by evil, but overcome evil with good. 
May God take His word and move through our minds and hearts and into our attitudes and behaviors. You may be seated.
A. First, let me be up front about what this text is not saying. It is not saying that God is not concerned about evil. He most certainly is. In fact, He is altogether opposed to evil. His instructions to hate evil and to not repay evil for evil forthrightly says, we must give ourselves to reducing evil, not adding to evil.
The chapter closes by saying we are to overcome evil with good. So, whatever our response is to being wronged, offended, injured, abused or whatever, it must never be an evil response.
James tells us why. James 1:20 (NIV) 20 for man’s anger does not bring about the righteous life that God desires. 
We make matters worse when we increase evil in our relationships. So, be assured of this that we only dig our pit deeper if we use evil to resolve our injury.
B. Second, we are not to accommodate evil. Rather, we our to overcome evil with good.
21 Do not be overcome by evil, but overcome evil with good. 
Folks, this is not a natural response. This kind of response requires a source of grace that is beyond ourselves and it needs to be a willful act. In other words, it requires thinking.
It’s like going to the store and buying a b for someone. The only problem with the gift is what it says on the outside of the box: “Assembly Required.” Those words can turn a great gift into a road block. It means we have to stop and think things through. We have to read instructions.
Verse 21 is a gift to us from God but assembly is required. We have to stop and think. We have to read God’s instructions. Basically, verses 9-21 are the instructions for overcoming evil with good. My personal belief until I am persuaded otherwise is that these verses are primarily addressed to our relationships within the body of Christ and secondarily directed toward our relationships with unbelievers. 

Of first importance is that God is building a community that represents Him well in this world. It hardly makes sense for the church to preach a message to the world it cannot illustrate from its own example. When the world sees that we can’t forgive our brothers and sisters, it’s understandable that they would be a bit skeptical about the power of God’s forgiveness in their lives.
R.H. Mounce says in his commentary on Romans: “Only the Christian faith, rooted as it is in a supernatural act that took place in history (the incarnation, life, death, and resurrection of Jesus Christ), has the ultimate moral authority as well as the effective power to transform human life according to the divine intention. So Christian ethics are practical specifically because they do not stand alone but emerge as unavoidable implications of an established theological base.” 
 

He goes on to say: “In view of God’s acts of mercy it is entirely fitting that we commit ourselves without reservation to Him. To teach that accepting the free gift of God’s grace does not necessarily involve a moral obligation on our part is a heresy of gigantic proportions. The popular cliche ‘He is Lord of all or not Lord at all’ is absolutely right.”
 

To say that the gift we receive is totally undeserved is very different from saying that receiving the gift places no moral obligation on us. We may have the illusion that those who win big money on television game shows walk home with all of that money. But, three big letters, the IRS, blows that illusion to pieces. The government understands fully that you have a civic obligation to part with a significant portion of your “free” money. And, they will assist you in releasing it.
But, it’s not just an obligation, as in a duty. It makes huge sense. No, I’m not talking about the government’s idea of taxation, I’m talking about the motivation we have to extend the Gospel, to show love to those who don’t deserve it, to practice prayer for sinners, to create a home that extends grace to the needy and the undeserving.
The lavishing of God’s mercy and grace upon us is legitimate motivation to lavish what we have received on other undeserving folks. That’s the essence of our text. The list illustrates in a variety of ways what it looks like when a community of believers in Christ is transformed by the undeserved favor of God.
God is concerned about evil. We are to overcome evil with good. And lastly, . . .

C. We are to stay out God’s way in working vengeance. 
19 Do 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. 

This can be a most freeing truth for some of us. We don’t have to design a plan for how our offender should be punished. God says, “leave that to Me. I’m not blind. I’m not deaf. I’m actually pretty good at bringing justice. You need to let Me handle this.” You see, more than likely, when we assume responsibility for taking revenge, we only mess with God’s work. We may actually delay justice.
And there’s a corillary that goes with this, too. When we see God bringing judgment on someone, it’s also possible that we can interrupt God’s work in that person’s life by trying to prevent them from experiencing the full weight God is placing on that person. O, how this takes diligence to discover God’s wisdom. When do we bail out someone who is being disciplined by the Lord? I believe the answer is found in the phrase, “Leave room for God’s wrath.” And it is just as counter-intuitive to not withhold punishment from a disobedient child when we can’t stand the pain he is going through. This text is not an anti-disciplinarian text. Parental discipline must always be done in love. We must never return evil for evil when discipling our children. But, withholding the discipline God expects us and assigned us to administer will only delay the work of God in a child’s life.
Alright. This has been a sketchy analysis of this text. As one commentator I read regarding this text, each phrase could form the basis for a separate sermon. What I have tried to do is show that God’s mercy towards us is our motivation for extending mercy toward others and that the truth of God being the supreme Judge releases us to give our full energies to overcoming evil with good. So I commend to you this list of ways that show sincere love, ways that overcome evil. Get alone with God. Move slowly through this list and let God’s Spirit alert you to any evidence that shows you have not fully received God’s mercy and forgiveness. And let that awareness take you to the cross. Confess your desire to take revenge. Welcome God’s forgiveness. Invite His Spirit to empower you to extend that grace and mercy to your brothers and sisters in Christ and then to those in your sphere who need Christ. Then, watch God work.












�Mounce, R. H. (2001, c1995). Vol. 27: Romans (electronic ed.). Logos Library System; The New American Commentary (230). Nashville: Broadman & Holman Publishers.


�Mounce, R. H. (2001, c1995). Vol. 27: Romans (electronic ed.). Logos Library System; The New American Commentary (232). Nashville: Broadman & Holman Publishers.





