June 28, 2026

Romans 12:1-2, 9-21

Human life did not hold much weight in ancient Rome. In Rome, it was acceptable for parents to
discard their unwanted children on piles of dung or trash heaps, especially if they were
deformed, sickly, born out of wedlock, or simply unwanted. In Rome, the entertainment of
choice was the Colosseum, where roaring crowds demanded blood- human blood- as people
were devoured by wild animals or forced to fight to the death. In Rome, it was common,
expected even, that someone who lost their honor would commit suicide rather than bring shame
upon himself or his clan. Human life did not hold much weight in ancient Rome. Yet, there was a
Christian church in Rome, and the great missionary Paul wanted to encourage them, teach them,
and give them a written document that would answer that question: “What is Christianity all
about?” In the first two chapters, Paul shows how all human beings, Jew and Gentile, are
hopelessly fallen, perverse, selfish, rebellious, and God would have every right to destroy us. But
our God is not like the Roman gods. Our God loves. He loves us. The most beautiful statements
of God’s mercy are found in these chapters. There is no difference between Jew and Gentile, 23
for all have sinned and fall short of the glory of God, 24 and all are justified freely by his grace
through the redemption that came by Christ Jesus. God loved sinful, evil, broken people who
hated him so much he sent his Son into the world, and loved us so much that he put the
punishment we deserved on him instead, and he gladly welcomes even the most wretched, guilty
sinner as his own child: “The vilest offender, whoever believes, that moment from Jesus full
pardon receives.” Again, Paul writes: “God demonstrates his own love for us in this: While we
were still sinners, Christ died for us.” It couldn’t be any more clear- we were so valuable to our
creator that he was willing to hear his Son shriek with eternal pain just so he could have us. And
he is so loving that this faith that he requires, he actually gives it to us through that very message
of the Gospel- “Faith comes from hearing the message, and the message is heard through the
Word of Christ.” God loves us so much not only did he send his son to die, but he himself opens
our hearts to believe it. Not only that, Paul makes it clear that those who are saved are saved
because before the creation of the world, God chose them- “It does not, therefore, depend on
human desire or effort, but on God'’s mercy.” Luther summarizes this perfectly: “He has
redeemed me, a lost and condemned creature, purchased and won me from Sin, Death, and the
power of the Devil, not with gold or silver, but with his innocent suffering and death.”
Therefore...

That was a long introduction, but I don’t apologize. Unless we’ve enjoyed the beautiful Gospel
of Romans 1-11, we won’t be able to hear Romans 12 correctly. Only when we’ve consumed,
believed, and internalized God’s eternal, unending, redeeming pity, mercy, grace toward us can
we begin to, as Paul says, offer our lives, our bodies, as thank offerings to him. To paraphrase
what Paul says, “God has redeemed you from this fallen, evil world. So don’t be like this world.
You are different. Be different!” And in verses 9-21, we see how the Christian Gospel plays out
in the lives of God’s people as they joyfully keep the fifth commandment. Because the Gospel is



true, and God’s Fifth Commandment is good and, as we saw earlier, involves true, genuine love
for neighbor, Love Must Be Sincere. 1. For Us. 2. For Them.

1. For Us. Paul could have easily hammered many of the Roman evils that the Christians were
daily exposed to, and he does this sometimes in his other letters, but isn’t it curious that when he
talks about the everyday conduct of the Christian, he simply says, “Don’t be like them.” When
talking about the Fifth Commandment, my temptation is to hammer the outside world for its
murderous ways, and there may be a time and place for this. I’ll be clear: Murder is always
wrong: murdering unborn children is evil. Laughing while your political enemy gets shot in cold
blood is evil. Justifying political violence, genocide, treating people as criminals for simply
being the wrong race or religion is evil. But I’'m not preaching to them. I’m preaching to you.
And it is entirely possible for a Christian to be pro-life, anti-war, anti-genocide, anti-everything
evil, and still be just as murderous because they are self-centered, arrogant, resentful, and
unloving. Sure, be upset at the lack of value put on human life in your culture- but watch your
own heart! And the first place we see the renewing of the heart is in how we see and treat our
fellow believers. What do you see when you look at me? The couple in the pew in front of you?
The student behind you? I’ll tell you what God sees: his beautiful, righteous, innocent, precious
child, destined for glory and blinding beauty. CS Lewis once said that the most unimpressive
Christian you’ve ever seen is destined to be someone so beautiful that if you saw it now, you’d
be tempted to worship. That is who your brothers and sisters are.

Therefore, it would be the height of foolishness and ignorance to disparage, mock, or deride each
other. We must honor each other, respect each other, care for and serve each other above
ourselves. It can be no other way! If that person in the pew was worth death itself for Jesus, then
we gladly sacrifice our egos, our time, our treasures, our talents, our everything to serve and
bless each other. If the Gospel is true, and we are all who God claims us to be, then how could
we ever think that these people, this church, is simply to fulfill my needs? How could we ever
sneer at a fellow Christian, or mock them for saying the wrong thing in Bible class, or not living
in the right kind of house, or not having the personal social gifts that others have? If the Gospel
is true, then each Christian is a special creation of the Holy Spirit endowed with different gifts to
bless the family of God, infinitely valuable. We should speak about each other like it. How could
we ever get lazy or think, “eh, I have more important things to do.” What could be more
important than worshiping with, encouraging, embracing, serving, comforting your brothers and
sisters? What could be more beautiful than enduring hardship and affliction with each other,
praying for and with each other, holding onto and celebrating the hope of glory that we have
together? The way we keep the Fifth Commandment isn’t primarily with our hands, but with our
eyes: Seeing each other the way God sees us, and loving, serving, enduring, forgiving, cherishing
each other as the most precious things in this world, because that is exactly what we are.

2. Them. I think this sermon would be a lot simpler if Paul would have stopped in the middle of
verse 13. I think most of you are probably comfortable with the notion that we need to love each



other well in our church. I think you are all pretty good at it! But Paul doesn’t stop there. In the
second half of verse 13, he says, “pursue (hunt) philaxenia.” Perhaps you’ve heard of
“xenophobia”- the fear of strangers, outsiders, and “those” people. Philaxenia is the opposite- we
purposely try to find the outsiders, the marginalized, “those” people, and want to be friends with
them. Paul is talking about non-Christians. Christians should not only look at themselves like
Christ does, but also at non-Christians like Christ does. How do you see the Muslims in town?
What do you see when you see immigrants who don’t know English? What do you see when
people are protesting for causes you find immoral? What do you see when you look at college
students stumbling home on Sunday morning? God sees someone so valuable, so precious, so
worthy of his time, energy, and attention, that he sent his Son to die for them. He sees a lost soul,
desperately trying to find its way, but unable until the Gospel is preached to them with love and
sincerity. He sees a broken version of what used to be beautiful, and he desires them to be
beautiful again. He sees a stranger that he desires as a friend. So should we. “But pastor, what if
they are rude to us? What if they mock our faith? What if they oppress us? What if, despite all
our efforts, they want nothing to do with God and his Word?” Bless them. Serve them. As far as
it depends on you, be at peace with them. No, you can’t be friends with everyone, and if we are
honest about what God says in his Word, there will be some who are angry with us, but it
shouldn’t be because we are angry, vengeful, rude, obnoxious, or unwelcoming.

And when unbelievers weep, we should, too. When God blesses them, we shouldn’t be annoyed-
we should be happy with them! Why? Because we aren’t better than anyone! If the basic tenets
of Christianity are true, and I am more sinful than any person I know, then how could I ever look
down on anyone, even an unbeliever, because they don’t know what I know? The only reason
I’m saved is because God, without my invitation, decided to bring me to faith in Jesus! If the
Gospel is true, shouldn’t we be the last people to ever look down on anyone? Of course we stand
upon the truth of Scripture, but always with humility and patience. “But what if they do evil to
us? Can’t we get back at them?” That depends: are you God? There’s your answer. It’s not your
job to carry out God’s wrath. The coworker who slights you- forgive, and respect him. The fools
on social media: speak kindly to them. The family members who keep judging and hurting you:
don’t get even. Forgive! The crazy people in the dorm: listen to them, befriend them, maybe even
invite them to church! Since we know what God’s wrath involves, shouldn’t we pray that the
person who hurt us repent so they can know the forgiveness and joy we have? And what would
happen to us if God were to give us everything we deserve? God forgave us, even when we spat
in his face. We can let it go. In fact, the irony of this whole question is that when you treat your
enemies with love, respect, and hospitality, that tends to make them look ridiculous. Let God
repay. Let God get even. Let God be the judge. We’ve been saved from his wrath. Hopefully they
can be, too!

Human life doesn’t hold much value in our world today. Many claim to have love, but then
heartlessly fight for the right to kill an unborn child. Many claim to have love, but laugh at their



political opponent’s death, justifying violence. Many claim to have love, but aren’t interested in
sacrificing their own wealth or convenience for messy people, or listening and learning from
people they disagree with, or patiently serving anyone not exactly like them. My friends, can you
think of any better time for the Church to be the Church, to overcome evil with good instead of
becoming like the world? Can you think of any better way for the Gospel to shine more brightly
in this dark place? Can you think of any better way that Christians can be a breath of fresh air in
this world than by choosing to see their enemies, opponents, friends, brothers and sisters, like
God does? History tells us that’s how God likes to work. A quote from an ancient church father,
showing how different Christians were in the Romans world:

(Christians) marry, like everyone else, and they have children, but they do not destroy their
offspring. They share a common table, but not a common bed.

They exist in the flesh, but they do not live by the flesh. They pass their days on earth, but they
are citizens of heaven. They obey the prescribed laws, all the while surpassing the laws by their
lives. They love all men and are persecuted by all. They are unknown and condemned. They are
put to death and restored to life.

They are poor, yet make many rich. They lack everything, yet they overflow in everything.

They are dishonored, and yet in their very dishonor they are glorified; they are spoken ill of and
vet are justified; they are reviled but bless; they are insulted and repay the insult with honor;

they do good, yet are punished as evildoers; when punished, they rejoice as if raised from the
dead.

The Gospel is real. Therefore, so is our love. Amen.



