Favorite Bible Passages- Marks of the True Christian
Romans 12:9-21

Epiphany 3

January 22nd, 2012

Dear friends in Christ,


As most of you know, we’re in the middle of a sermon series based on favorite Bible passages submitted by you last October.  If you were here last week, you know that I said these two weeks were a kind of mini-series on the basic Lutheran understandings of the Christian faith.  Both suggested passages are from Romans, which was Martin Luther’s favorite New Testament book.  Last week we were in Romans 5.  In that chapter, Paul lays out for us what God has done in Jesus by contrasting the first Adam in the garden of Eden, with the second Adam, Jesus.  Through the first Adam’s disobedience, sin entered the world.  Like a cold virus, this imperfection has infected all of us, the end result being death.  But by the obedience of the second Adam, the new Adam, sin and death are defeated.  Jesus died on the cross the death we deserved.  He paid the price.  Sin and death have lost their power.  O, they’re still hanging around, but it’s like an old technology on its way out the door.  The victory is already won, and this victory of God’s love and grace is available to all.

Well, today’s lesson is about our response to God’s love in Jesus.  It’s the flip side of the coin.  One side of the coin is the grace of God as spelled out in Romans 5.  The other side is our response, as laid out in Romans 12.  

Before we look at the lesson, let me share two thoughts.  The first is that our response has nothing, I repeat, nothing, to do with earning the favor of God.  We do not seek to do these things Paul writes about so that we can earn points with God and be sure God loves us.  God has already taken care of that by sending Jesus.  We receive this gift by faith.  That’s the only way we are made right with God.  Our actions that follow are a response to God’s grace, not a way to earn God’s grace.

And secondly, our response is a Spirit led response.  It is because God’s Spirit is given to us and lives within us, that we’re able to respond in the way Paul suggests.  We can’t do this on our own. Even with the Spirit, our response is imperfect, at best.  So to do these things, we need to constantly be renewed and filled with the Spirit of God.


One author called Romans 12:9-21, a kind of 10 commandments for Christians.  Most of us are familiar with the 10 commandments given by God through Moses to the people of Israel.  They were 10 basic laws for following God and living in community.  Well, today’s list is kind of a New Testament version of this.  There aren’t just 10, however.  Depending on how you count, there about 30 commands.  And of course, they’re not given directly by God on tablets of stone, but rather written by the Apostle Paul.


But one thing I do find in common between the 10 commandments of the Old Testament and this list in the New Testament, is that the most important command is the first one.  The first commandment given to Moses was, “I am the Lord your God, you shall have no other gods before me.”  It seems to me that if you truly follow that one command, you would naturally follow the remaining ones that are given.  Put God first, and everything else falls in place.


In much the same way, Paul’s first command in Romans 12, sets the stage for all the rest that follow.  He expresses this in four simple words.  “Let love be genuine.”  In some ways, that’s all you really need to know about what it means to live the Christian life.  Let love be genuine.


The word for love here is agape.  It’s the same word Paul uses in the most famous chapter on love ever written, 1 Corinthians 13, which begins, “If I speak in the tongues of men and of angels, but have not love, I am a noisy gong or clanging cymbal.”  I’m guessing a fair number of you probably had the love chapter read at your wedding.

Agape means unconditional love.  For Christians it came to mean that quality of love that God shares in sending his son to die for the sins of the world.  We did not earn such love.  We did not deserve it.  But God gives it as a gift.

In using the word agape here, Paul suggests that the same quality of love God has given you in Christ, is now to be shared with others.  And he further suggests that this love is to be genuine.  It needs to be the real deal.  This is not some phony, knock off love.  This is agape, the Father’s love, that you are to bring and represent.


I remember car ads that used to say, “Ask for genuine GM parts.”  They wanted to encourage you to buy from the manufacturer, the one who made the vehicle.  If you bought that part you would know it was the right one for your car.  It might cost a little more, but it was from the original manufacturer.  And if you chose to do that, you had better receive the genuine part you asked for.  Let the part be genuine.  If it wasn’t, you’d feel betrayed and have every right to be angry.

In much the same way, Paul says, let love be genuine.  That same love you have received from God, is to be shared with others.  Some phony, knock off, won’t do.  The love you share is the same selfless, self-giving love given to you in Christ.  Love like Jesus, whose name, as a Christian, you now claim as your own.


In some ways, that’s all you really need to know about living the Christian life.  In just a few verses after our lesson today, Paul says, “Owe no one anything, except to love one another; for the one who loves another, has fulfilled the law.”  Love others, as God has loved you, is to be our response.


But, Paul doesn’t stop with the four words, “Let love be genuine.”  He goes on to get very specific about how to do that.  The overall ethic is to love unconditionally, like Jesus.  But then he suggests specific ways that lead to that goal.


We finally got snow in the mountains.  Skiers and boarders are glad to see the rocks covered.  When I ski, my goal is to get to the bottom of the slope on my feet and in one piece.  I also hope to have some fun along the way, skiing within my ability.  It may not be as ambitious or exciting as others on the mountain, but it works for me.

In order to achieve my goal of getting from the top to the bottom, I need to decide, often quickly, on the specific path I’m going to take.  So, if it looks icy in a spot ahead, I‘ll turn away from it.  There may be moguls, and I’ll need to decide where on those moguls I need to turn.  Maybe the slope gets steep, and I’m skiing faster than I’m comfortable with, so I’ll make a couple extra turns to slow down.  To achieve the overall goal of getting to the bottom safely, I have to make some very specific decisions along the way.  


Well, Paul says the overall goal is to “Let love be genuine.”  We are to love like Jesus.  He then gives the specifics in how we are to do that. And almost without exception they are things that Jesus either did or taught.  So, Paul writes, “Love one another, with mutual affection.”  Jesus certainly did that as he traveled with and loved his disciples, and as he healed and cared for so many people.  Be patient in suffering, Paul says.  Who was more patient than Jesus, trusting fully in the Father through his suffering and death?  Persevere in prayer.  Jesus certainly did that.


“Bless those who persecute you; bless and do not curse them.”  That sounds an awful lot like what Jesus taught in the Sermon on the Mount where he said, “Love your enemies and pray for those who persecute you.”  Similarly Paul writes, “Do not repay anyone evil for evil, but take thought for what is noble in the sight of all.”  That sure sounds like these words of Jesus, “You have heard that it was said, ‘An eye for an eye and a tooth for a tooth.’ But I say to you, do not resist an evildoer.  But if anyone strikes you on the right cheek, turn to him the other also.”  Paul further writes, “Beloved, never avenge yourselves, but leave room for the wrath of God.”  All of this suggests that retaliation or striking back only increases conflict and violence, and should be avoided if possible.  Again Paul writes, “If it is possible, so far as it depends on you, live peaceably with all.”

Far better than physical retaliation, is a retaliation of love.  Paul quotes Proverbs 25: 21-22.  “If your enemies are hungry, feed them; if they are thirsty, give them something to drink.”  That sounds an awful lot like what Jesus teaches, “if anyone wants to sue you and take your coat, give him your cloak as well; and if anyone forces you to go one mile, go also the second mile.”  And then Paul finishes the quote, “for by doing this you will heap burning coals on their head,” a reference to the hope that by doing good, the one harming you will recognize the error in their ways and repent.


Genuine love is the Christian response to what God has first done for us.  Paul lays out specifics for how we can do that, following the example of Jesus.  Included also is the theme of good and evil that is found throughout this text. "Hate what is evil, hold fast to what is good" follows immediately after the opening line of "Let love be genuine." Then the good and evil theme is mentioned again at the end of the text: "Do not be overcome by evil, but overcome evil with good" (12:21). This helps us see that genuine love is not just being nice to people. Genuine love has a moral orientation toward the good. When we show genuine love toward someone, we are moving them toward God's goodness. 

Luther and Lutherans have always looked to Romans for Paul’s fundamental teaching that we are made right with God through faith alone.  It’s all God’s doing, and it’s a gift.  But we would be remiss to think that our response does not matter.  It matters greatly, as evidenced by these words of Paul today.  For Paul, love, agape, is the key.  Love like Jesus, he might say.  Let love be genuine, he did say.  With God’s help and the Spirit’s power, may our love for one another and for the world be truly genuine, as genuine as God’s first love for us.  Amen
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