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Who Could Live like That?

Text: Romans 12:9–21 

Sometimes it’s helpful to think back on all the times that I have been 
presented with a challenge that was beyond my capacity to achieve at that 
moment. As a kid I can remember wanting to grip and pass a football but 
my hand wasn’t yet big enough or wanting to climb a rope but I didn’t yet 
have the upper body strength. I remember watching older kids do those 
things but I knew that the day would come when my hand would be big 
enough to pass a football down the field and I would be strong enough to 
climb a rope. It was just a matter of time and I knew that, and I remember 
the joy of accomplishing those things.

I remember when I first started driving a tractor trailer and thinking I 
would never be as good as the man who was training me, who had driven 
for almost twenty years then. I also remember 15 years later when I saw 
him again (we were once again driving for the same company) and we ran 
together for several days. We laughed about my rookie days and all the 
screw ups I had made. This time we were pretty much equal in skill but not 
experience and I remember thanking him for hanging in there with me. It 
was one of those moments when I saw an older man as having been very 
important in my life. It was one of those moments when men feel warm 
affection for one another and it feels uncomfortable so we change the 
subject to football or something manly like that.
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Part of our growth as people happens because others in our path help us 
along the way and get us over those hurdles that seem impossible. This is 
never more important than in the body of Christ because sometimes the 
Scriptures present us with commands to follow that really do seem 
impossible to live up to. It’s important that we encourage one another by 
telling of our own difficulties along the way and remind them of the 
importance of staying the course.

Our passage in Romans 12:9–21 is one of those that seems unreachable. 
Paul presents his readers with a litany of commands that sound like really 
good ideas, which are also really unrealistic and virtually impossible to live 
up to. I remember thinking, “Who could live like this?” I knew that I 
couldn’t, and frankly, I had to admit that many times I didn’t really want to 
either. So the questions for me became , “How do I approach a command of 
God that seems impossible to keep?” 

Would God give me a command that was impossible for me to keep? 

Before we take a look at this morning’s Epistle reading from Romans 12 
let’s consider how we should answer these questions. There are two 
considerations for us to examine first.

First of all I believe that we should consider the hope that we find in the 
incarnation of Jesus Christ, God putting on flesh and dwelling among us. 
C. S. Lewis in his book, Letters to Malcomb, wrote about what it was 
probably like for Jesus in his Passion, 

Does not every movement in the Passion write large some common 
element in the sufferings of our race? First, in the prayer of anguish 
(in the Garden of Gethsemane); not granted. Then he turns to his 
friends; they are asleep—as ours, or we are so often, or busy, or 
away, or preoccupied. Then he faces the Church (Judaism); the very 
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Church that he brought into existence. It condemns Him. This also 
is characteristic…  …There is then, nothing left but God. And to 
God, God’s last words are ‘Why hast thou forsaken me?’ You see 
how characteristic, how representative it all is. The human situation 
writ large. These are among the things it means to be a man. Every 
rope breaks when you seize it. Every door is slammed shut as you 
reach it.

I love that quote because it reminds that Jesus did not take a short cut in 
the way he came and dwelt among us. From birth to death and everything 
in between he lived fully as a human being and dealt with the same 
temptations and pain that we go through. Even in the resurrection and the 
ascension he retained his humanity as our representative and does so for 
eternity. He modeled for us how to live our lives before the Father and 
even when we mess up.

Hebrews 7:25 promises that he lives to make intercession for those who 
through him have drawn near to God. In the times of his greatest fears and 
struggles Jesus looked to the Father and to the Holy Spirit for strength, and 
that’s where we find the strength as well. The answer to the question, 
“Would God give me a command that is impossible for me to keep?” The 
answer is yes and no: Yes there are commands that I cannot keep in my 
own strength, but in Christ Jesus I can do all things given me to do. 

Secondly, before we look at today’s passage let us briefly consider the 
passage that we considered last week from Romans 12:1–3,

I appeal to you therefore, brothers, by the mercies of God, to present your 
bodies as a living sacrifice, holy and acceptable to God, which is your 
spiritual worship. 2 Do not be conformed to this world, but be transformed 
by the renewal of your mind, that by testing you may discern what is the 
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will of God, what is good and acceptable and perfect. 3 For by the grace 
given to me I say to everyone among you not to think of himself more 
highly than he ought to think, but to think with sober judgment, each 
according to the measure of faith that God has assigned.

Last week we saw how these commands were given as the only reasonable 
response to all that had been taught in Romans 1–11. In light of all that God 
has done for us in Christ, especially in light of the depth of our depravity 
and sin, the only proper and reasonable response is to come in complete 
surrender to the altar of God and to present ourselves completely to the 
service and will of God who in his mercy and compassion has saved us.

In choosing to be obedient to this appeal we find that the process of laying 
down our lives and agendas in favor of following the will and commands 
of God transforms us and renews our minds. Instead of being conformed to 
the darkness and lusts of this world we are being transformed by Jesus, the 
“light of the world” and this allows us to see clearly the futility of the path 
previously followed.

Paul then exhorts us to not think of ourselves more highly than we should, 
instead see with a more realistic viewpoint of who we really are—fallen, 
broken, and fully dependent on the love and mercy of God. I find that 
when I maintain an awareness of my potential for sin, and—at times—the 
darkness of my own heart, it allows me to see others with more 
understanding, and have a deeper desire to show God’s grace as it has 
been shown to me.

Finally, last week we ended with the realization that the only real reason 
why anyone would be willing to lay down their lives as a living sacrifice 
and surrender their lives and will to God was because they had fallen in 
love with Jesus. The transformation does not happen because of 



developing a different strategy or habit patterns, but it comes from the 
inside out. Something wonderful happens in our hearts when Jesus 
becomes the object of our affection. We find that following him is our 
greatest joy and desire, not a burden, even though we understand that it 
means that we “daily take up our cross and follow him (Matthew 16:24). 
Suddenly those commands that seemed impossible are not only possible 
but desirable. However, it means that our focus must stay on Jesus and our 
bodies must continue to be living sacrifices upon the altar. 

With that in mind let’s consider how this changes our view of Romans 
12:9–21. We will begin with verses 9–13, 

Let love be genuine. Abhor what is evil; hold fast to what is good. 10 Love 
one another with brotherly affection. Outdo one another in showing 
honor. 11 Do not be slothful in zeal, be fervent in spirit, serve the 
Lord. 12 Rejoice in hope, be patient in tribulation, be constant in prayer. 
Contribute to the needs of the saints and seek to show hospitality. 

In past sermons I have pointed out that there are several words used for 
love and they each have a different connotation. In Jesus’ answer to the 
lawyer as to the greatest commandment he replies in Luke 10:27, 

Love the Lord your God with all your heart and with all your soul and 
with all your strength and with all your mind; and, ‘Love your neighbor as 
yourself. 

The word that Jesus uses for love is Agapao, which is the verb form of agape 
and denotes that love produces action. The idea being that because of your 
love for the Lord you serve him faithfully and this causes you to serve your 
neighbor in word and deed. You are doing this because it is the command 
of God not because you feel the warm “fuzzies” for your neighbor and that 
even applies to those times when you feel your love for God, for whatever 



reason, cooling off. The love we have been given through Christ is the 
reason we are compelled to move in loving ways. In the book of Romans 
whenever Paul is writing about God’s love for us he uses the noun form 
agape for example in Romans 5:8 

But God demonstrates his own love for us in this: While we were still 
sinners, Christ died for us.

In other words God is demonstrating his passion for us by acting on our 
behalf even before we have shown him any acknowledgement. Whenever 
Paul is speaking of our love for God he uses Agapao. the verb form as the 
reason to act in godly ways. 

However in Romans 12:9, “Let love be genuine”, Paul uses the word agape as 
the foundation of Christian discipleship. This love is to be felt not faked 
and this is where we need the love and power of Jesus through his Holy 
Spirit.

In this series of verses Paul is showing that this is the type of love that 
should pervade the Christian’s life together in the church but then in 
chapters 12–15 he will be exhorting Christians to let this type of love 
govern and shape all of our relationships. This love must be genuine and 
sincere and the word that he uses literally means ‘without hypocrisy’. The 
word for play actor in the Greek is hypokrites,  and Paul is telling us that we 
should not be play acting in our love for each other—which was displayed 
in its vilest form in the betraying kiss of Judas. 

Our love for each other must be genuine and Paul shows the importance of 
that love by commanding that we hate anything that is in opposition to 
that love being realized. We just finished our Sunday school series on “The 
Bait of Satan” by John Bevere and he pointed out that letting offense take 
hold of your heart destroys unity in families and in the church. In last 



week’s class he pointed out how God feels about strife in the church from 
Proverbs 6:16–19, 

There are six things that the Lord hates, seven that are an abomination to 
him: 17 haughty eyes, a lying tongue, and hands that shed innocent blood, 
18 a heart that devises wicked plans, feet that make haste to run to evil, 
19 a false witness who breathes out lies, and one who sows discord among 
brothers.

Paul is making the point that the depth of love that God wants believers to 
have for each other is as strong as the hatred they should feel for anything 
that is contrary to that love. The enemy is not allowed to bring dissension 
or strife into the camp. In verse 10 he instructs us to have “brotherly 
affection” (Philadelphia) which is a phrase that normally is used for the 
affection for relatives, or the love of a parent for a child. This is the type of 
love that runs deep and should unite the family of God. He also points out 
that love in the Christian family should express itself in considering others 
as more important than ourselves and there is even a hint of competition 
here to see who can outdo others in showing honor. 

The point of this love is that it changes how people normally react, which is 
to be naturally self-serving. When Jesus moves into the center of God’s 
people in the power of the Holy Spirit then the fruit of the Spirit begins to 
show up in the life of the church. Suddenly complacency is replaced by 
zeal, and complaining turns to rejoicing, and impatience to patience even in 
the midst of tribulation. Generosity becomes the norm and hospitality the 
desire. Paul was actually instructing the Romans to seek out opportunities 
to show hospitality. Origen, an early Christian theologian wrote, 

We are not just to receive the stranger when he comes to us, but 
actually to enquire after, and look carefully for strangers, to pursue 
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them and search them out everywhere, lest perchance somewhere 
they may sit in the streets or lie without a roof over their heads.

This was to be the heart and delight of the early church that they might 
share and demonstrate the love of Christ that had penetrated their hearts 
and minds.

As I was considering this passage I began to thank the Lord because I see 
this model working itself out in our congregation. I don’t know of many 
congregations that are more loving and generous than Light of Christ and I 
am constantly thanking God for you.

The next section proves itself to be a lot more difficult than the first. It’s 
easy to love those who are for the most part of like mind but it’s very 
different when it comes to those who would persecute us. Let’s look at 
verses 14–18, 

Bless those who persecute you; bless and do not curse them. 15 Rejoice 
with those who rejoice, weep with those who weep. 16 Live in harmony 
with one another. Do not be haughty, but associate with the lowly. Never 
be wise in your own sight. 17 Repay no one evil for evil, but give thought 
to do what is honorable in the sight of all. 18 If possible, so far as it 
depends on you, live peaceably with all.

Now we have moved into the area that seems more difficult and maybe 
impossible. Remember that we looked at the Sermon on the Mount a few 
months ago. We spoke of Jesus’ teachings in Matthew 5:3 of coming to God 
as those who have no hope and are “poor in spirit”. When we come to God 
in faith the promise is that ours is “the kingdom of Heaven”. Throughout 
the entire sermon Jesus shows the effect of beginning a relationship with 
him; we find comfort when we mourn; we are filled with our desires for 
more of God’s righteousness and mercy and we find that our hearts are 
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more focused on God and His will. The result of all this results in the 
ability to fulfill Jesus’ command in Matthew 5: 43–45, 

“You have heard that it was said, ‘You shall love your neighbor and hate 
your enemy.’ 44 But I say to you, Love your enemies and pray for those 
who persecute you, 45 so that you may be sons of your Father who is in 
heaven.”

In Romans 12:14 Paul is merely echoing this teaching of Jesus as a way for 
Christians to demonstrate to the world the love of God.

The results of living like this don’t just effect how the world views God but 
it changes us from the inside out. It also moves us in the directions that 
God would have us go as we deal with those that he has a heart for. When 
you can bless and pray for your enemies God will give you the heart to 
minister in Jesus name in the power of his Holy Spirit. Just like the 
Beatitudes showed us the progression of the Christian life lived in 
obedience, Paul is showing what is possible when you begin by “presenting 
your bodies as living sacrifices, holy and acceptable to God….” You begin doing 
what you thought was impossible. The church starts acting like the people 
of God as they, 

Rejoice with those who rejoice, weep with those who weep. 16 Live in 
harmony with one another. Do not be haughty, but associate with the 
lowly. Never be wise in your own sight. 17 Repay no one evil for evil, 
but give thought to do what is honorable in the sight of all. 18 If possible, 
so far as it depends on you, live peaceably with all. 

Some may ask, “What about those who hate Christians or who mean this 
country harm?” Answer: “Love your neighbor and pray for those who 
persecute you.” 

Let’s read out last three verses 19–21, 
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Beloved, never avenge yourselves, but leave it to the wrath of God, for it is 
written, “Vengeance is mine, I will repay, says the Lord.” 20 To the 
contrary, “if your enemy is hungry, feed him; if he is thirsty, give him 
something to drink; for by so doing you will heap burning coals on his 
head.” 21 Do not be overcome by evil, but overcome evil with good.

When we are moved by the mercies of God and when our minds have been 
renewed to both grasp and obey his will, all our relationships become 
transformed. Retaliation and revenge are forbidden to the followers of 
Jesus who himself did not strike back at those who persecuted him. This 
seems to run counter to everything that is within us and certainly to the 
way our society seems to think. Our super heroes kill and destroy those 
who perpetuate evil and I must admit that when I watch action movies I 
experience a deep satisfaction when the villain gets his due.

In these passages Paul isn’t addressing the issue of protecting our families 
or nation from those bent on destroying us but is speaking to the issue of 
the persecution of Christians by those who hate them. Loving and reaching 
out in Jesus name to those who persecute us is Paul’s point here.

Let me close with a story about a pastor of a church that I attended as a boy. 

Pastor Earl had fou children ranging from 4 to 16 years old when this 
happened. Tina was the youngest and she was a pretty and lively little girl 
who never met a stranger. Earl was one of those pastors who had a heart 
for those who were down on their luck and liked to get to know them and 
if possible give them a hand up. He met a man who had been in and out of 
trouble and needed work. Earl hired him to do some work around their 
house and the church and generally made him feel welcome at his home. 
The man ended up sexually molesting Tina and was arrested and sent to 
prison. As you can imagine Earl changed and was quieter instead of 



outgoing. He later confessed that he was so full of anger and loathing for 
the man who had so barbarically accosted his daughter that he couldn’t 
stand it. He was also mad at God for allowing such a thing to happen to his 
family. He finally broke down in anguish and cried out to God.

In my opinion that was him laying down his body as a living sacrifice to 
God. Everyone who knew Earl felt that he had every right to hate the man 
but that wasn’t the way of Jesus. Earl began to pray for the man who had 
molested his daughter and even began visiting him in prison. It was during 
one of those visits that Earl had the privilege of leading the man to Christ. 
The man couldn’t believe that Earl could love him and neither could Earl, 
but he did. When he got out of prison Earl met him and helped him get a 
job and mentored him. In this whole tragedy God transformed this man 
who had no hope and this pastor who needed Jesus to deepen his ability to 
love.

We are living in a day of extreme examples of hatred and violence. People 
are acting out what it looks like when God is rejected and the heart of men 
is to do what seems right in their own eyes. We serve the God who is the 
only hope for change and he wants to reveal himself through us.

In the name of the Father, Son and the Holy Spirit. Amen.
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