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11,11,21 Rom. 12:17-21 

We’ve always known, at least intellectually, that the Christian life is impossible for 

us to live.  What the Lord has done by rejecting all that’s in Adam and starting over 

with an entirely new creation, is to conform this new humanity to His image, not 

the image of fallen man.  

The primary purpose of the suffering we go through is to remove the nature of the 

old humanity from us and replace that nature with the spiritual and moral 

character of Christ. 

It’s the cross progressively eliminating the old man, and Christ (the new Man) 

being formed in us by the indwelling Spirit. 

That’s what true spiritual growth is about. We know the Bible teaches this, but the 

passage we’re looking at tonight, is extremely revealing on how different from the 

natural man Christ really is.   

We know there’s a difference, but sometimes we come across a passage that 

shows that this new life in Christ is a completely different way to live. 

And once again, we realize (if we hadn’t fully realized it before) that we really can’t 

do this. 

In Romans 12 we are now moving into something that counters literally everything 

in human nature and is probably the most distinct evidence in the Bible that Jesus 

of Nazareth was, by nature, the opposite of everyone around Him.  

So, I’ll read our passage and you can see if you think I’m exaggerating; 

(Rom. 12:17-21) “Repay no one evil for evil. Have regard for good things in 

the sight of all men. If it is possible, as much as depends on you, live 

peaceably with all men. Beloved, do not avenge yourselves, but rather give 

place to wrath; for it is written, “Vengeance is Mine, I will repay,” says the 

Lord. Therefore, if your enemy is hungry, feed him; if he is thirsty, give him a 

drink; for in so doing you will heap coals of fire on his head. Do not be 

overcome by evil, but overcome evil with good.” 

Would any of that be natural for you?  It’s like one commentator said, “. . . to do 

this we will have to be moved by the power of a new affection)”. 
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That’s putting it mildly. 

If ever there was a passage that challenges what it means to have a renewed mind, 

to be a member of a new creation, this is it. 

We could try to fake it – religion loves to do that.  But to actively, consistently love 

our enemies in obedience to the Lord is not something I will ever be able to do 

apart from the life of Jesus being manifest through my moral flesh. 

Under some circumstances we might be able to back off from taking vengeance on 

our enemy – but only because we know his time is coming. 

A theologian from the 19th century, Fredrick Godet, wrote this on our passage in 

Rom. 12; 

“Withholding personal vengeance is hard enough, but now Paul calls on us 

(instead of doing nothing), to return good for evil! Thus, Paul presents the 

supernatural contrast which is possible for believers who have presented 

themselves to God (not just their physical bodies, but their mind, soul and 

spirit) as living sacrifices, who are not being conformed to the world and 

who are continually having their minds renewed by the Word of Truth and 

the Spirit of Truth to know the will of God. It is not enough to refrain from 

meeting evil with evil; the ambition of love must go the length of wishing to 

transform evil into good.” 

The word “enemy” (echtros) has in its root, “hatred”.  How many of us look 

forward to having those who hate us move into our sphere of influence? 

This is an incident that happened during a massacre that was taking place in 

Armenia by the Turks; 

“During a time of terrible atrocities in Armenia, a Turkish soldier pursued a 

young woman and her brother down a street. He cornered them and then 

mercilessly shot the brother and let the sister go free, but only after she saw 

her brother’s brutal murder. Later, the woman was working as a nurse in a 

military hospital when the Turkish soldier who had shot her brother was 

brought into her ward. He was critically wounded and if she had left him  
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alone, he would have died. At first, she wrestled with the desire for 

vengeance. But she realized that the Lord wanted her to treat this man with 

kindness, so she gently nursed him back to health. One day the Turk, who 

recognized her, said, ‘Why didn’t you let me die?’ She replied, ‘I am a 

follower of Jesus and He said, ‘Love your enemies.’ The man was silent for a 

long time, but finally said, ‘I never knew that anyone could have such a faith. 

If that’s what it does, tell me more about it. I want it.’” 

That’s exactly what the Lord hopes for His enemies, because He genuinely loves 

them.   

And it’s a good thing He does, because that’s what we were. 

(Rom. 5:10) “When we were enemies of God, we were reconciled to Him 

through the death of His Son, much more, having been reconciled, we shall 

be saved through His life.” 

(Lk. 23:34) “Father forgive them, they know not what they do.” 

Stephen experienced this supernatural life pulsating through him; so, we know it’s 

possible for us too; 

(Acts 7:59-60) “While they were stoning him, Stephen appealed, ‘Lord Jesus, 

receive my spirit.’ Falling on his knees, he cried out in a loud voice, ‘Lord, do 

not hold this sin against them.’ And when he had said this, he fell asleep.” 

You can see why there’s such a constant emphasis throughout the Bible on the 

need for us to depend on the Lord for everything – and why we need to not resist 

what He’s doing in our lives to get us to the place Stephen was. 

Only Christ has within Himself the power, the ability, to act consistently, without 

malice, toward those who hate him.   

If we can’t get to where we’re living fully aware of our moment by moment need 

for the indwelling power of the Spirit of Christ, we will never experience what 

people like Stephen experienced. 

We may be doing all the external things that the Christian religion requires, but 

seeing the outworking of His life in and through us will remain a complete mystery 

to us until we have been stripped of all self-dependence. 
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Ok, back to our passage. 

These verses form a set of instructions related to actions and attitudes when we’re 

facing opposition - or even persecution. 

There is no way to know yet how far the opposition against us will go before the 

rapture, only that we see this ramping up consistently. 

So, it’s definitely a good idea to spend some time doing what we can to prepare 

our hearts and minds in advance of what is likely coming in the near future. 

The Bible makes it abundantly clear that the greater our spiritual advance, the 

greater will be the opposition.   

And where, primarily, does that come from?   

Where did it come from for Christ and His apostles?  It wasn’t Rome and it wasn't 

"sinners".  It was from two primary sources:   

1) Within their own ranks (Judas, Hymenaeus, Alexander, etc.)  

2) From the leaders of current religious thought (the Pharisees and Sadducees) 

I remember a teacher I listened to years ago describing those who resist the Truth, 

and at the time I had difficulty relating to what he was saying – but not anymore. 

He said that the greatest opposition would come in the most unexpected ways 

possible.  That those we least expect would often turn out to be our greatest 

adversaries.   

He said they would be educated, seemingly very spiritual, they would know the 

Bible and be able to express that knowledge in very impressive ways.  They would 

dress right, talk right and seem to know, at every point, and on every subject, 

exactly what the right thing to do would be.   

They would hug you, shake your hand, show concern and compassion; they would 

love you, flatter you, honor you - and totally deceive you.   

When God moves, they are uncomfortable, uncertain, even afraid.  And, 

unfortunately, many of them will oppose what God desires for those reasons 

alone. 
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And if you showed any signs of not believing them or not conforming to their view 

of Christianity, they would crucify you. 

They would be living, human embodiments of those Paul calls "angles of light". 

In many places in the Bible, the authors of Scripture tell us to discern them, 

confront them, and not give an inch of ground to them.  They are dangerous 

beyond measure and are not to be allowed to destroy through deception what 

God is trying to accomplish through us. 

In John 16:2 Jesus warned his followers that these people will try to "put you out of 

the synagogues", or in our time, they will try to drive you out of the church in any 

way they can.   

He goes on to say that the time will come when they will believe that by killing you, 

they will be doing God a service. 

Being opposed by those who oppose God is a given for the growing Christian – we 

should expect it and realize it's inevitable, and not be surprised or confused when 

it happens. 

So, in Romans 12:17-21 we are given some very personal instructions on how we 

as individuals are to respond when we find ourselves in those kinds of situations. 

In the way Paul wrote these verses, he’s acknowledging that our initial response to 

persecution will be simple - "Get even!" 

There’s a motto that originated in Scotland that now reverberates, at least in 

principle, around the world:  "No one treads on me unpunished." 

How are we supposed to deal with these feelings of revenge?  They are natural and 

they seem right.  And in the sense of a righteous desire for justice, they are right. 

But if Christ had taken that approach to us and our sin against Him, the cross 

would never have happened. 

So, first in vs. 17 Paul says we aren't to repay evil with evil.  We can't overcome 

persecution by persecuting the persecutors.   

If the opposition is coming from within the Church, we follow the Biblical 

guidelines for confrontation and discipline for Christians; if it’s coming from 
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outside, we're to go all the way to the cross if necessary to show them the 

patience and love of Christ. 

As vs. 18 tells us, if you can, live at peace with others.  It wasn’t possible for Christ 

or for His followers to always do this.  Sometimes those who oppose us will not 

leave us alone.  The Judiazers hounded Paul from city to city, constantly 

undermining his work and attacking his character and ministry. 

When this happens, verse 19 is meant to calm us down, once we realize its 

implications.  

“Do not take revenge, my dear friends, but leave room for God’s wrath, for it 

is written: ‘It is mine to avenge; I will repay,’ says the Lord.” 

We want justice; we want vengeance; these feelings are understandable and even 

reflect the image of a God of justice.  God will ensure that eventually justice will be 

executed without any partiality. 

But there are a few implications of us taking revenge that we can see in these 

verses. 

First, revenge doesn’t bring peace, but hostility; vengeance just leads to more 

vengeance; it keeps the cycle going.  

Second, it puts us in position only God is entitled to. We aren’t qualified for 

vengeance.  Only God, who’s omniscient, can know what’s perfectly righteous. 

Another implication of these verses that has lessened the pressure for me is 

knowing that we are free from the responsibility of "vengeance".   

We can see the offence and leave the final determination of properly executed 

justice in God's hands.  God is not holding us accountable for the actions of others.   

He’s not holding us responsible to make sure others get what's coming to them.  

Even if we're right (and that's always a big "if), we have the freedom to put it in 

God's hands, leave it there, and walk away. 

And with that freedom to leave all justice with the Judge of the universe also 

comes the freedom to turn our desire for vengeance into an opportunity to 

minister to our enemy as we would to anyone who is living in deception. 
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These exhortations in Romans 12 to love our enemies are action words.  What we 

do may or may not reflect how we feel; but we are acting in obedience to Christ, 

not in obedience to our natural self. 

No one naturally loves his enemies: but by the enablement of the Spirit, we can 

exercise self-control; we can obey the Savior; and we can feed and comfort a fallen 

soldier in the enemy's army. 

The following are some comments on this passage by William Newell; 

 "Remember exactly what we are dealing with:  We are asked to step 

 aside from self-avenging, and give place to God's coming vengeance. 

Of course, we continue loving and praying for our enemies, hoping they may 

repent.  Thus, we share the feeling of God Himself, Who 'takes no pleasure 

in the death of the wicked. . .'  Nevertheless, we know in our hearts that 

many will refuse Divine mercy and go on to that day of vengeance.  And 

what do we read in the Scriptures about 'coals of fire' at that time? 

(Psalm 140:10) ‘Let burning coals fall upon them; let them be cast into 

the fire, into deep pits, whence they shall not rise.'  

“The knowledge and constant remembrance by the saints of the coming 

judgement of the wicked is both a deep incentive for a holy walk, and a 

strong motive for praying for them.  Still, it is a fearful thought that in our 

patience with our enemies, we may be increasing their judgement. But the 

responsibility is theirs; the obedient kindness, is ours.”  

It’s really a fight for objectivity over emotion in a day of increasing pressure.  

It may even seem sometimes as though the enemy is winning when Christians are 

persecuted or killed, but the Bible says the opposite is happening. 

(Rev. 12:11) “They have conquered him by the blood of the Lamb and by the 

word of their testimony. And they did not love their lives even unto death.” 

(Rom. 16:20) “The God of peace will soon crush Satan under your feet.” 

Those the enemy persecutes, even unto death, will be the very ones who become 

the instrument of judgment of the ones who persecuted them. 

The Cross looked like it was a victory for Satan, but it was Satan’s greatest defeat. 
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    ______________________ 

Ok, now we know the theology of persecution; we know what the Bible says about 

it and what our response should be. 

But sometimes, theology alone is not enough.  We need to see what this looks like 

in the lives of people in our own generation.  So, I’m going to share some input 

from people who are either living in, or have lived through persecution, so we can 

better understand what they’ve learned. 

This first one is from an article called, “Preparing for persecution”, and begins by 

quoting Phil. 1:29; “For it has been granted to you on behalf of Christ not only to 

believe in him, but also to suffer for him.” 

“In recent years—especially since the start of the Covid pandemic—many 

believers around the world have contacted us to ask if we can share insights 

or do interviews into how Christians can survive persecution, as they see the 

storm clouds of persecution gathering on the horizon in their countries. 

When we try to help church leaders and believers in the West prepare for 

persecution, after more dialogue it usually emerges that they are not really 

looking for straight answers. Often, what people mean when they ask these 

questions is: ‘How can we survive persecution in our current church 

structures, so we don’t have to suffer or change?’ The answer to this is... you 

can’t! 

True persecution, when Christians are being arrested, beaten, imprisoned, 

or even killed, will not leave most current church structures intact. It will 

completely dismantle them! 

Denominations, church buildings, and divisions between “clergy” and other 

believers, will be gone, as will all kinds of church traditions and outward 

imagery that are not found in Scripture. They will be swept away. 

This pattern is what happened when persecution was ramped up against 

believers in China, North Korea, Vietnam, Laos, and other countries we work 

in. 

We don’t know if severe persecution is coming to your part of the world 

soon, but we must be prepared. The Lord Jesus said, ‘Then they will deliver 
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you up to tribulation and kill you, and you will be hated by all nations for My 

name’s sake’ (Matthew 24:9), while the Apostle Paul told Timothy that 

‘everyone who wants to live a godly life in Christ Jesus will be persecuted’ (2 

Timothy 3:12). 

Here are five important truths about persecution which we hope will bring 

encouragement and focus to our fellow believers: 

God is always in control! If He allows persecution to come, it’s for the 

good of His kingdom. In China, believers only experienced the full joy 

of intimacy with Jesus when they were in the furnace of affliction and 

after they came out the other side. 

Persecution is the last thing our flesh desires, but our faith must rest 

on the fact that the Lord Jesus will not let us down, and He will never 

leave nor forsake us. Persecution cannot destroy our relationship with 

Him: ‘Who shall separate us from the love of Christ? Shall trouble or 

hardship or persecution or famine or nakedness or danger or sword?’ 

(Romans 8:35). 

Importantly, when intense hardship comes, we shouldn’t see only the 

hand of Satan in persecution. In China, God’s people looked back later 

and realized that it was actually the Lord Jesus overseeing the entire 

process out of love for His children. He is zealous to remove the dead 

religious structures that trap people in deception and keep millions of 

unbelievers from being able to see the true Gospel. 

Persecution is a pruning process that the Holy Spirit uses to remove 

half-hearted believers from among the flock. When fierce persecution 

first broke out in the 1950s, around two-thirds of churchgoers fell 

away from the faith. The Lord Jesus told us this would occur: ‘When 

trouble or persecution comes because of the Word, they quickly fall 

away’ (Mark 4:17). If two-thirds of the Christians fell away at the 

onset of persecution, how might things develop in your part of the 

world? 

For those who do not give up, persecution often brings great revival. 

In China, the number of Christians has grown from less than one 
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million to over 100 million after 60 years of brutal Communist 

persecution! When that realization dawned on believers, many 

learned not only to grimly endure persecution, but to embrace it as a 

special blessing from God.” 

We have to remember that believers in China and other countries are just like us; 

when persecution came, they had the same fears we do. 

But over time, certain spiritual realities surfaced that moved some of them beyond 

their fears into a place of confident trust in the Lord and an expectation of seeing 

His glory and the salvation of the lost.  These things became the new focus of their 

thoughts. 

Many people I know are already in personal suffering not related to persecution 

(except the persecution of the enemy).  All of this is the painful, but gracious, work 

of the Lord helping us to prepare for whatever is coming. 

As this author put it; 

“Every fresh storm sends our roots deeper down, to take a firmer hold. It is 

along the line of faith’s testing that we become established.  Where there is 

no testing, no adversity, we are weak and unreliable.” 

What I hope is coming is the rapture, but we can’t predict how much pressure we 

will experience before that happens. 

And on a more personal level, I know many of us have a difficult time seeing any 

growth or progress as a result of what we are going through.  We’d love to see our 

“roots go deeper” and become “established and reliable”, but mostly what we see 

is failure. 

Listen to these comments by David Wilkerson; 

“Some believers can tell you all about their spiritual growth, and you can 

clearly see the changes in their lives. They testify to you about how the Holy 

Spirit has vanquished the enemy for them, and you rejoice with them in 

their victory. 

Yet these kinds of Christians are the exception. Most believers are totally 

unaware of any spiritual progress in their lives. They pray, read the Bible and 
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seek the Lord with all their hearts. There’s no obstruction to spiritual growth 

in them, but they can’t discern any growth in themselves.  

I’m an example of this type of believer. I never sense that I’m making 

progress. 

Rest assured that if you have the fear of God in your heart, you’re going to 

emerge from your life’s storms much stronger. Even though you may feel 

weakened, God’s grace and power are strengthening you. For one, you’re 

becoming more urgent in your praying. Second, you’re being stripped of all 

pride. The storm is putting you on “spiritual guard” in every area of your life! 

Spiritual growth is often a hidden thing. Take heart; I’ve got good news for 

you. You are growing in your struggle. In fact, you may be growing by leaps 

and bounds because of your struggle.” 

The Church has suffered since the first century.  During that time, some have 

learned to focus on the Lord rather than on themselves.  Or as Paul put it in 1 Cor. 

4:2-4; 

“Now it is required of stewards that they be found faithful. I care very little, 

however, if I am judged by you or by any human court. In fact, I do not even 

judge myself. . . It is the Lord who judges me.” 

Over the last 2000 years all who have tried to ‘live godly in Christ Jesus’ have 

suffered.  But as I’ve said before, this generation is unique in all of Church history.  

Watchman Nee summarized it best when he said; 

“I speak to you today in this manner because I have a deep sense within me 

that the return of the Lord is at hand. Henceforth, temptations will be 

greater, dangers will be multiplied, and deceptions will be deepened.” 

So, now let’s look at some real-life stories. We have to put a face to all this.  First, 

we’ll go to Somalia; 

“Billy was born into a religious family in Mogadishu. His father was a tribal 

and religious leader who had memorized the entire Koran. Out of curiosity, 

Billy started studying an English Bible alongside his Koran. After three years 

of study, he converted to Christianity. He learned a lot from Christian radio 
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broadcasts from Kenya, and it was on the radio that he first heard the voice 

of another Somali who was a Christian. 

Six years after his conversion, Billy met his first Christian Somali. Together, as 

underground Christians, they gathered fourteen believers and started an 

underground church. A year later, Muslims discovered the growing Christian 

community and started persecution in earnest. 

One of their church members, now a famed Somali martyr, was the first to 

be murdered. Then a doctor who attended the church was shot to death. An 

educator was kidnapped and executed. A Christian man and his Muslim wife 

were executed together in their bedroom. Another church member was 

taken off a bus and executed in broad daylight. Twelve in all were murdered. 

None of the murderers were ever prosecuted. 

Today, just two members have survived out of the original church of 

fourteen—Billy and one other. Billy escaped many attempts on his life 

before moving to another country. From that base, he travels in and out of 

Somalia, planting and nurturing underground house churches. No longer are 

there only fourteen Christians in Mogadishu. The church is quietly growing, 

partly because of the testimony of those twelve who died for Christ.” 

Now, let’s move to North Korea; 

“US officials estimate the population of North Korea to be roughly twenty-

four million people. Missiologists believe that before the Korean War, 13 

percent of the population was Christian; but today, at most, 2 percent are 

Christian. Kim Eun Jin is one. The thirty-one-year-old was born into a rarity—

a Christian family. 

As a child in school, Kim was taught the ‘official truth’, that there is no God 

and that people should worship the country’s leaders. But growing up, she 

also heard that her hometown was once known as the ‘Jerusalem of the 

East’ because of its great base of Christianity. On Saturday nights, her family 

continued the legacy. They gathered in the back of their tiny apartment and 

whispered their worship and Bible studies. ‘We often covered our heads to 

muffle the noise’, she says. 
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Kim’s grandmother had converted before World War II and had kept a 

Chinese Bible. It was their most prized possession. Kim’s mother translated it 

by hand into Korean. 

Those precious pages held the family together. Kim’s father always 

reminded the family that they would pay a price one day for their 

Christianity. He often said, ‘Even if I face death, I will follow Jesus.’ Each 

morning, he would hug Kim and remind her to be careful that day. 

Every day, again and again, he gave her that hug and that warning. 

Eventually, Kim’s father was discovered. The police arrested him on a day 

when Kim was at school. She never saw her father again, and she is now 

certain he is dead. 

Kim, her mother, grandmother, and siblings all eventually escaped North 

Korea. Today, she is married and has a child and is frequently invited to 

speak to groups about human-rights abuses in North Korea. 

‘I grew up in a land where they said there was no God’, she said in a recent 

interview. ‘But my father told me otherwise. He loved Christ and for that he 

died.’ Her dream is to return to Korea to share the love of Christ. ‘We are 

getting ready for that day when the doors open,’ she says.” 

Last story, from the Sudan – then we can talk about what we’ve seen tonight; 

“Peter was from South Sudan and converted to Christianity as a child, 

growing up to become a pastor. He went to Khartoum during the civil war. 

Another Christian, Michael, was a pastor’s son who fled to Uganda when the 

war broke out. He later returned to Khartoum with his wife and children. 

In Khartoum, a sermon Michael preached at an Evangelical Church was 

recorded and turned over to officials, who arrested him. Upon hearing that 

his fellow Christian worker had been arrested, Peter went to see if he could 

help Michael and was also arrested. 

Peter recalls, ‘I was taken into a darkened cell. . .  The only contact I had with 

anyone was when food was passed to me through a very small opening in 

the door. . .  They would blindfold me to take me to interrogations. When 
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the blindfold was removed, I would find four soldiers with guns pointing at 

me.’ 

Michael was placed in a cell so crowded the inmates had to sleep in shifts. 

When he tells the story, he doesn’t complain. On the contrary, he says this 

‘was a perfect opportunity for evangelism’. 

Both pastors were then transferred together to hot and crowded cells, 

where they had an opportunity to preach. Finally, they were relocated to 

death row for ‘offending Islamic beliefs.’ Since nothing more could be done 

to them, they decided to live up to the charges, leading other death row 

inmates to Christ. 

Peter and Michael were called into court a final time, knowing they would 

be either released or executed but feeling at peace with either outcome. 

They were living this biblical passage: ‘It is my eager expectation and hope 

that I will not be at all ashamed, but that with full courage now as always 

Christ will be honored in my body, whether by life or by death.’ (Philippians 

1:20).  Both men were astonished when they were released!” 

When I send out the notes, I’m going to send a link at the end to a video on the 

persecuted church that some of you may have seen, I’m not sure. You’ll see and 

hear from real people who lived out what we studied in Romans 12; including an 

interview with a persecutor who became a believer because of a Christian who 

embodied the passage we studied tonight. 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Eb0OqliYwUQ&feature=youtu.be  

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Eb0OqliYwUQ&feature=youtu.be

