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Romans Greatest Hits: Marks of a Christian Romans 12:9-21 6/29/14 

 When I was growing up in suburban Washington, D.C., Richard 

Halverson, pastor of 4th Presbyterian Church was known as one of the best 

preachers in the area.  He eventually became chaplain of the U.S. Senate 

and wrote several books and commentaries, including one on Romans.  As 

I prepared these sermons on Romans, I used his commentary along with 

several others.  Seeing his name took me back to my youth group days 

when I would occasionally skip out on my Baptist church and sneak over to 

those heathen Presbyterians to hear Dick preach.  I was interested to see 

what he had to say about today’s Bible text in his commentary.  

Unfortunately, Dick said that Romans 12:9-21 is so plain and 

understandable, that there is no need for a preacher or teacher to help 

folks understand it!  Thanks, a lot, Dick!  He also said that while these 

verses are easy to understand, they are very difficult to live out.  See what 

you think. 

 Chapter 12 of Romans, which we started last Sunday, begins a 

change in the letter from theology (what we believe) to ethics (how we 

should live).  In the first verses of the chapter, Paul tells us to present our 

bodies as living sacrifices to God and to be transformed by the renewing of 

our minds.  Beginning with verse 9, Paul tells us what that looks like in day-

to-day living.   
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 The theme of this whole section is found in verses 9 & 10. Let love be 

genuine; hate what is evil, hold fast to what is good; love one another with 

mutual affection; outdo one another in showing honor. (Romans 12:9.10)  

Love is the central theme of the passage.  Paul uses three different Greek 

words for love here.  “Agape” is the first one (“Let love be genuine”) which 

is the word usually used to describe the self-giving, sacrificial love of God.  

It is a love that puts the well-being of another person before our own.  The 

second two words are family words for love.  “Storge” love in verse 10 is 

usually used for the love of a parent for a child.  It is a fierce love based on 

the nurturing and protective nature of that relationship.  And the phrase 

“mutual affection” is from the Greek word “philadelphia” which means love 

between brothers- another family word for love.  Three different Greek 

words.  One theme: love. 

 Now this is not a sloppy, sentimental kind of love.  Look at the first 

thing he says about this love.  It hates what is evil and holds fast to what is 

good.  Love that is genuine hates all the evil things that conspire against  

the person who is loved.  And it often springs into action to eradicate that 

evil.  Christians have demonstrated that kind of action-love over the 

centuries.   

 For example, in the mid-1940's when Bulgaria was under Nazi 

occupation, Jews were herded into a high school and other buildings in the 
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city of Plovdiv awaiting deportation to the death camps.  When Metropolitan 

Kyril, head of the Bulgarian Orthodox Church, heard of this, he reacted 

immediately, firing off a telegram of protest to the king of Bulgaria and 

promising to lie on the track in front of the first train leaving there with Jews.  

He then headed for the school where the Jews were being held, 

announced that he no longer felt bound by the decrees of this evil 

government, pulled up his robes and climbed over the fence and onto the 

school grounds.  “Wherever you go, I’ll go,” he promised the Jews.  The 

deportation order was eventually canceled and the Jews were freed to 

return home.  Jews were never taken from Bulgaria to the death camps 

during the war. 

 This act demonstrates the kind of genuine, active love that Paul was 

talking about on a societal level.  But we can also resist evil on a personal 

level- when a fellow employee is treated unfairly, when unkind comments 

are made about an acquaintance, when a friend is getting involved with 

drugs or is abusing alcohol, or when we hear racist comments.  True 

genuine love hates evil and resists it, according to the Apostle.   

 It also shows honor.  “Outdo one another in showing honor,” Paul 

says. (12:10b) Rather than being competitive by trying to make ourselves 

look good, genuine love competes to show proper honor and respect to 

others.  I believe that many church squabbles are rooted in someone 
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feeling they weren’t given proper attention in a time of need or 

appropriately thanked for service rendered, or maybe that their opinion 

wasn’t followed.  Then they withdraw or cause a fuss and people take 

sides.  That’s more than unfortunate;  It’s wrong. 

 We do need to show honor where it is due, but we can’t demand it 

from others!  And, if we concentrate on showing honor to others, we are 

less likely to get bent out-of-shape when we feel like we’ve been slighted in 

some way or another.  Outdo one another in showing honor. 

 Paul then shifts gears.  Do not lag in zeal, be ardent in spirit, serve 

the Lord. (Rom. 12:11)  This one speaks directly to us Presbyterians, who 

are often known as “God’s frozen chosen.”  We are not known for our zeal 

or ardor, are we?  In fact, zeal and ardor make us a little bit nervous!  But 

real love is zealous and ardent.  If we really believe what we say in the 

creeds and what we sing in the hymns, the only loving response to those 

beliefs is to passionately tell others the Good News of God’s love in Jesus 

Christ and serve others with kindness.   

 Now we can’t just whip up that zeal on our own.  Paul says we are to 

be ardent “in Spirit,” and I think the “s” should be capitalized there, as many 

translators do.  It is the Holy Spirit who gives us zeal and ardor for the 

things of God.  We can choose to open ourselves to the passion of God’s 

Spirit by reading the Bible, praying, worshipping, having fellowship, and 



 

 

5

participating in service.  Or, we can close ourselves to the Spirit by 

neglecting these things.  Zeal and passion characterize Christian love. 

 Verse 12 contains three short commands, which I think are primarily 

directed to those who are being persecuted for their faith, a theme which 

Paul picks up again a little later. Rejoice in hope, be patient in suffering, 

persevere in prayer. (Rom. 9:12)  These commands only make sense 

because we believe that Christ will ultimately triumph over sin and suffering 

and death and evil.  That’s how we can have hope and endure suffering 

when things look bleak. 

 Verse 13 is a very practical and challenging verse.  Contribute to the 

needs of the saints; extend hospitality to strangers. (Rom. 12:13)  The first 

part has to do with how we relate to those inside the church- to the saints, 

as Paul calls us.  We are to respond generously to the financial needs of 

those in the church.  That couldn’t be much clearer.  And I think we do a 

pretty good job of this at GPC.  But there is more. 

 We are to extend hospitality to strangers.  We’re working on this as a 

congregation.  We open our building to many community groups.  Many of 

us do a wonderful job of welcoming people to worship.  But I notice 

sometimes during Fellowship Time and at other events that we fail to sit 

with newcomers to get to know them and extend our welcome to them.  

Let’s work on that.  Our Session as well as our Welcome and Outreach 



 

 

6

Committee are exploring ways we could use social media to reach out to 

others, as well as using off-site groups and ministries that would take place 

where people are, rather than expecting them to come to us. 

 We need to constantly remind ourselves that a major part of our 

mission, a major part of our calling lies out there!  And that goes against 

our natural tendency to focus on the things which lead to our own comfort 

and security.  Paul says we should give generously to those inside, and at 

the same time extend hospitality to those outside. 

 We’ll skip verse 14 for a minute and go on to verse 15. Rejoice with 

those who rejoice, weep with those who weep.  (Rom. 12:15)  Christian 

love is marked by empathy for others.  Since we’ve offered ourselves to 

God as living sacrifices, we no longer need to be so self-obsessed.  We 

can pay attention to the needs of others and respond with compassion.  

You know, many Christian virtues were also part of ancient Greek and 

Roman culture, but this one was not.  The Greeks and Romans looked at 

compassion as a sign of weakness and they did not value it.  Many non-

Christian cultures feel that way to this day.  But Christians have always 

prized compassion. 

 A soccer mom told this story about one of her eight-year old’s games.  

Her son’s team was leading 2-1 in the final minutes of the game.  With less 

than ten seconds to go, the ball came to Mikey O’Donnel, a teammate of 
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her son.  Mike reared back and kicked a powerful shot which flew into the 

goal.  Unfortunately, it was the wrong goal.  Mikey had scored for the wrong 

team, tying the game. 

 There was total silence.  You see, Mikey had Down’s syndrome and 

had no idea that he had done anything wrong.  He just knew he had finally 

scored a goal.  He grabbed a teammate and yelled, “I scored!  I scored!”  

The teammate hesitated just a second and then responded with the kind of 

compassion Paul is talking about here.  He gave Mikey a high-five and led 

a mob of teammates to hug Mikey in congratulations, and they were soon 

joined by members of the other team, as well!  Rejoice with those who 

rejoice, weep with those who weep. 

 I think we find this virtue of compassion expressed well at GPC.  We 

have many good ministries in place to help us care for our members, led by 

our Deacons.  It’s a very good system, but any system is only as good as 

the hearts of the people involved with it.  And I think God has given many of 

our members genuine hearts of compassion.  We genuinely care about  

one another.  That care is expressed in phone calls, cards, visits, bringing 

meals, sending flowers, providing transportation, and in many other ways.  

It is a great gift and one of the real strengths of GPC. 

 Finally, we find these challenging words.  Bless those who persecute 

you; bless and do not curse them.  Live in harmony with one another; ...Do 
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not repay anyone evil for evil, but take thought for what is noble in the sight 

of all. If it is possible, so far as it depends on you, live peaceably with all.  

Beloved, never avenge yourselves, but leave room for the wrath of God. 

(Rom. 12:14, 16-19a) A farmer who raised watermelons was frustrated that 

some local kids were sneaking into his watermelon patch at night and 

eating his melons.  He could never catch them in the act, so he retaliated 

by making a big sign which said, “One of these watermelons has been 

injected with poison,” thinking that would discourage them.  The next 

morning he found a new sign by the melons.  “Now there are two,” it said.  

Tit for tat doesn’t lead to peace, does it? 

 Love does not retaliate.  Even when we’re persecuted (which doesn’t 

happen very often to us Americans!) or when others do evil to us, we do 

not retaliate.  In fact, we are told to bless those who would persecute us! 

(9:30 video ref.) This is only possible for those who have offered 

themselves, including all their rights, as a living sacrifice to God.  It is only 

possible for someone who has been transformed by the Spirit of God.  But 

it is what God expects of us. 

 We are to live in harmony with each other.  And be at peace with 

each other.  I like the realism expressed by Paul here.   If it is possible, so 

far as it depends on you, live peaceably with all.  There is a recognition that 

living at peace may not always be possible.  The other person may not 
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allow that to happen!  But we are to do everything in our power to live at 

peace.  We refuse to retaliate even when we are attacked.  We forgive.  

We even bless the other person with our words and our actions.  The other 

person is then responsible for what they do. 

 I think these words from Paul are an important reminder to us at a 

time when Christians are divided on a number of important issues.  Our 

recent General Assembly brought several of those to the fore.  (If you have 

any questions or concerns about the actions of our General Assembly, be 

sure and talk with Lou, who was there as one of our commissioners!)  

These words of Paul are important ones as we wrestle together as a 

denomination and as fellow Christians over controversial issues like 

homosexuality and Israel’s policies.  And they will be important words to us 

in the inevitable disagreements which arise as our own church continues to 

change and adapt.  For we are still called to love each other, even when we 

disagree passionately.  We are called to honor and respect each other, to 

be zealous for the gospel, to care for one another and reach out in 

hospitality to others, to show empathy for one another, to bless even our 

enemies and live in harmony.  May God help us have the courage and 

conviction to live into our calling.   


