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Loving and Just Behavior

Purpose: To affirm the marvelous marks of true love as followers of Christ.

Scripture Text: Romans 12:9-21

Hearing the Word

Wide Context of our Scripture Lesson 

 As you prepare to teach this lesson that addresses what we are calling loving and just 
behavior, please remember our lesson’s purpose statement. It is: “To affirm the marvelous marks 
of true love as followers of Christ.” Our Sunday school session will speak to the ethical and 
moral relevance of Paul’s theology that Paul has presented in Romans prior to our lesson today. 
In other words, how do believers respond to the gift of salvation in Christ? Or as early hearers of 
Peter asked, and Acts 2:37 puts it: “what should we do?”

 Building on the theological structure of Romans 1–11, Romans 12 and following help us 
understand the hands-on ways that believers can live out their faith. Our lesson, Romans 12:9-21, 
clearly describes the practical marks of faithfulness to Christ. In our study of Romans, the first 
part of our Teacher’s Guide for Lesson 10 helps us understand the historic significance of the 
epistle to the church at Rome. Now, I would like to help us see in a summary form the outline of 
the whole letter.

 The chief divisions of Romans begin with Paul’s opening greeting which is not surprising 
as Paul generally does this in most of his letters. Commonly, Paul outlines who he is, offers 
the letter’s purpose, and assures the congregation who receives his epistle that he includes his 
prayers for their well-being. After the greeting, Paul then writes about the relationship with God 
in which both Jews and Gentiles find themselves. At this point—around Romans 3:21, Paul 
begins his rationale about justification by faith in Christ—which gives us peace with God.

 Opening Romans 6:1 and extending all the way to Romans 8:39, Paul writes about how 
justification relates theologically to the Christian life. Paul follows this broad section, chapters 9, 
10, and 11, with this section that tries to interpret Gentiles and Jews in God’s order of salvation. 
It is fascinating to see Paul write of how Jews/Gentiles will share in God’s plan of deliverance 
for the world.
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Prior to Paul’s concluding remarks, Romans 15:14–16:27, we have a portion of text that 
includes our lesson for today, Romans 12:9-21. Sometimes biblical scholars describe this text 
as the “paranetic” section of Paul’s epistle to the church at Rome (Romans 12:1–15:13). The 
Greek word paraenesis adapts the word parainēsis, which originally meant any kind of guidance, 
teaching, or counsel. In New Testament studies it has come to mean ways that one can be ethical 
or moral as a Christian believer.

Narrow Context of our Romans 12 Lesson

 When we arrive at Romans 12 we have labored through a serious theological work. 
Romans 1-11 may be the most unrelenting theological argument in the New Testament. 
Protestant theology bases much of its doctrine on these explanations of what God is doing in 
Christ. Now we get to the part that involves how Christian believers respond to this good news of 
justification by faith.

 One of the biggest problems with Christian theology seems to be that people have 
converted Jesus’ gospel into a “gospel of moral rectitude.” This means what we do determines 
our status before God. Sometimes we accept that to have confidence in the gospel means we have 
become some kind of moral/ethical individual. Morality certainly has a prominent place in the 
Christian life. But to think that we clean ourselves up to be presentable to God for salvation is to 
“put the cart before the horse.” I write this for two primary reasons.

 First, we all know moral people who are not Christians. Thus, although moral rectitude is 
not a bad characteristic of a Christian, it is not ultimately the goal of Paul’s idea of justification 
by faith. Rather Paul will convey to us that the believer’s goal is in our first verse of our day’s 
lesson: “Love should be shown without pretending. Hate evil, and hold on to what is good” 
(Romans 12:9). Paul’s begins this whole “paranetic” section with this quotation from Romans 
12:1: “Don’t be conformed to the patterns of this world, but be transformed by the renewing 
of your minds so that you can figure out what God’s will is—what is good and pleasing and 
mature.”

 Second, it is not without significance that Paul first presents the theological underpinnings 
by means of Romans for the Christian life. Paul then second of all addresses the response 
we make to God’s pardoning gift of grace to humankind. That is to say, Paul writes the large 
theological segment of Romans (1-11) which precedes how he suggests our response as ethical 
people should follow. God’s saving works in salvation always precedes, Paul suggests, anything 
that forgiven and redeemed believers will ever do for God and one another as a response to the 
gospel. God’s grace always paves the way for our response in faith. We do not obey God to get 
into God’s favor. Rather because we are in God’s favor (through justification by faith) we obey 
God in gratitude for the gift of salvation. 
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Today’s Lesson: Romans 12:9-21

 We might summarize the whole of Romans 12:9-21 as a description of merciful and just 
Christian living. On first reading it may seem like a hodge-podge of sundry verses and ideas. Yet 
a careful reading will let us see that it all has to do with the love believers display in the living 
of everyday Christian life. In fact, the breadth of these appeals we see in verse 13 of our lesson: 
“Contribute to the needs of God’s people, and welcome strangers into your home.” We believers 
show love to both God’s people, which no doubt means the ekklesia or church of God and those 
persons who we might designate as “strangers.”

 When Paul writes “love each other” we understand the gist that Paul is writing about life 
within the community of faith. This phrase, combined with the phrase mentioned a bit earlier, 
“contribute to the needs of God’s people,” allows us to guess that the guidelines in this section 
have to do with the church. When Paul writes, “love should be shown without pretending” or the 
way the NRSV puts it “let love be genuine” Paul writes of authentic love as the rule of church 
life. The love about which Paul writes is agape love or unconditional love. It is on this verse, 
Romans 12:9, which Paul bases all of his subsequent guidance about moral conduct in this 
lesson.

Interlude: Different Kinds of Love

 We do not need to know much about the Bible to know that love is one of the 
fundamental biblical concepts. Paul writes about it a lot. But the Greeks had several different 
senses of the word “love” that most English speakers lump together. Thus, it would do us well to 
review some of these different functions of this vital word.

 In its most generic sense the Greek word phileo means “to love” or “to fall in love.” From 
this word phileo we derive terms like “Philadelphia” which means “city of brotherly love” or 
the word “philosophy,” which means essentially a “lover of wisdom.” Another example of this 
version of “love” used in both New Testament books, Luke and Acts, the writer addresses each 
biblical book to a person named Theolphilus. This name means simply “lover of God.” Often, 
when Americans say that they love this or that, they are using love in the sense of phileo or 
friendly love as we might say.

 A second meaning of love we denote by the Greek word eros, as in erotic love.  Most of 
us understand the sense of this term for love. The “The Love Boat” and the “Love Connection” 
are two formerly popular television programs from decades ago. These TV programs, with 
love interests or erotic plotlines, employ eros when they apply the word love. There are many 
comments we could make about erotic love and its detrimental effects on society, but we can 
save that lecture for another time. As much as our culture exploits erotic love, however, erotic 
love does have an appropriate place in human life. It is erotic love that is often a catalyst for 
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deeper and fuller expressions of love that come with more mature relationships.

 Last, a third understanding for our American use for the word “love” is agape. The 
Greeks, and especially the New Testament writers, used agape for the highest and most devoted 
kind of love. This is the kind of love symbolized by the person willing to lay her or his life down 
for another. Agape love is a mother’s love for her children. Agape is the sort of love we speak 
about when we are talking of love in its loveliest form. Jesus specifically mentions this kind of 
love often, but most pointedly when he said, “This is my commandment: love each other just as I 
have loved you. No one has greater love than to give up one’s life for one’s friends” (John 15:12-
13).

Back to Today’s Lesson: Romans 12:9-21

 Much of what Paul writes after recommending love as the distinguishing mark of a 
Christian is by way of counsel. Most of these recommendations disregard our human nature. 
We know this as we read this lesson. “Bless people who harass you” . . . “consider everyone 
as equal” . . . “associate with people who have no status” . . . “don’t pay back anyone for their 
evil actions” . . . ‘don’t try to get revenge” . . . “if your enemy is hungry, feed him” and so on. 
Although Paul uses this strategy in several ways he no doubt took his cue from Jesus when he 
taught: “love your enemies and pray for those who harass you” (Matthew 5:44) or “Love your 
enemies. Do good to those who hate you” (Luke 6:27). Even Mark Twain added his two cents on 
the subject, “Love your enemy, it will scare the hell out of them.”

 As Paul draws this “paranetic” section of Romans to a close, he offers a general maxim 
by which believers may live in community together: “Do not be overcome by evil, but overcome 
evil with good (Romans 12:21). Perhaps this is why Jesus’ example of loving the enemy seems 
so compelling to us—as it was to Paul too, no doubt. Jesus’ life, as we see in the Gospels, 
practiced turning the other cheek. This tactic of addressing other people’s evil we call in the 20th 
and 21st centuries “non-violent resistance.” This means we do not simply lie down and let evil 
overrun us. Rather we face it by doing good and not harm.

 Many scholars believe this forgiveness and love of enemy is one of Paul’s methods to 
turn enemies into friends. It runs counter-intuitive to everything that we human beings naturally 
feel, but surprisingly it often works in real life. More about the burning coals issue below in our 
section “Living the Faith.”

Seeing the Need

 Jewish people often had stories to answer children’s questions. This story below was a 
response to the question about where the temple as to be built.
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 Two brothers in Jerusalem shared ownership of a mill for grinding grain. One brother 
was a bachelor; the other was married with three children. At the end of each day, they took their 
milled grain and divided it equally into separate sacks.

One night the bachelor brother thought “this is not right. I am alone and don’t need much but my 
brother has a wife and family. He deserves the larger share.” So, sneaking back to the mill each 
night, he took part of his share and poured it into his brother’s sack.

The married brother also thought one night, “this is not right. When I am old, I will have my 
children to support me, but my brother will be all alone. He deserves the larger share.” So, 
sneaking back to the mill each night, he took part of his share and poured it into his brother’s 
sack. They thought it a miracle to find their sacks refilled each morning.

One night, however, the brothers left home at the same time to sneak back to the mill, and by 
coincidence met on the streets of Jerusalem with their sacks in hand. Instantly, they knew what 
was happening and fell into each other’s arms weeping.  

God look down upon the scene from heaven and said, “Here is where love meets. Here I will 
build my temple” (G. Curtis and Paul H. Jones, Illustrations: Stories from Life for Preaching and 
Teaching, Abingdon Press, Nashville, TN, 1998, pp. 165-6). 

Living the Faith

Beginning the Session

 Frequently the Bible does not seem pertinent to us modern, and so we think, sophisticated 
people. Yet, as you prepare to teach this lesson, the relevance of our lesson will not be difficult to 
establish. The following will show that compared to some of our scripture, today’s lesson is right 
in our life’s sweet spot. 

Our Bible occasionally seems to speak to people far away and issues that appear remote 
from our daily experience. For example, Deuteronomy 14:21 commands that we, “Don’t cook a 
lamb in its own mother’s milk.” It seems odd. This idea perhaps never crossed your mind, that 
is, if we had not read it in the Bible. Or what about the warning in Deuteronomy 22:5: “Women 
must not wear men’s clothes, and men must not wear women’s clothes. Everyone who does such 
things is detestable to the Lord your God.” Plainly few in our society today seriously take this 
caution to heart. Yet the Bible, wherever it happens to fall open, knows us better than we know 
ourselves.

 The Bible says much about the issue of human enemies. A reason that the children of 
Israel endured Egyptian bondage was simply because the Egyptians feared what might happened 
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if the Hebrews joined their enemies to fight against them (Exodus 1:10). Later, after the entrance 
into the Promised Land, we read that, “The sun stood still and the moon stood motionless until 
a nation took revenge on its enemies” (Joshua 10:13). The Psalms have at least seventy-seven 
individual verses that address the issue of “the enemy.” When we think about our national 
interests, have we too not been preoccupied with “the enemy” since 11 September 2001—not 
quite twenty years ago?

 Commonly we can count on Jesus to guide us as to what to think and how to act in 
our journey toward and with God.  Yet, on the issue of enemies, Jesus throws us something of 
a curve ball. Jesus does not say what the Old Testament says. Jesus does not gratify our own 
conventional wisdom. Instead Jesus says things like: “You have heard that it was said, ‘You shall 
love your neighbor and hate your enemy.’ But I say to you, Love your enemies and pray for those 
who persecute you” (Matthew 5:43-44). Or he says in Luke: “But love your enemies, do good, 
and lend, expecting nothing in return. Your reward will be great, and you will be children of the 
Most High; for he is kind to the ungrateful and the wicked” (Luke 6:35). Perhaps it was because 
of Jesus’ wise teachings about the enemy that Paul too sounded the trumpet of harmony and 
reconciliation.

 Even if most of us don’t like what Jesus says and Paul writes about the enemy, at least 
they concede that in life we will all encounter enemies. Paul and Jesus both assume enemies as a 
part of human life. What is important to us is not whether we have enemies, but how we relate to 
them. This issue is essential.

Examining the Scripture

 Romans 12:19 cites Deuteronomy 32:35 encouraging the restraint from revenge since 
God’s judgment will pay those who have exercised violence. I imagine that Paul wrote about 
love to the Romans—as he wrote to the Corinthians, the Ephesians, the Galatians, and the 
Philippians—because Paul knew Jesus taught a lot about love. We note that Jesus’ two summary 
directives make love the basis for how Christian believers behave—which places Jesus and Paul 
on the same page in terms of moral deportment. Rather than becoming lost in a maze of “thou 
shalts” and “thou shalt nots,” Jesus offers a broad rule that covers all circumstances. Paul follows 
suit. Jesus invites us to do the loving thing and so does Paul. To love God and love one another, 
however, is both simple—and difficult.

 It is difficult because our modern culture has taken the word “love” and made it cover 
the waterfront of multitude affections. We have collapsed various meanings into one utilitarian 
or functional word we call “love.” In ancient Greece there were three primary words for what 
we current Americans call “love.” Meanwhile, since we have fused the three terms, perhaps we 
could remind you as the teacher that in the above section (Different Kinds of Love) we have at 
least lightly touched on the three. We will separate each unique Greeks usage of love. As we all 
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know from the father of the bride in the not too recent popular motion picture, My Big Fat Greek 
Wedding, all words originally take their derivation from Greek. Yet, that assessment may be truer 
than we know.  

Applying Scripture’s Truth

Paul constructs our Romans passage by assembling a series of loosely connected sayings. 
They illustrate what Paul means when he quotes Proverbs 25:21-22 concerning heaping burning 
coals. Generally I agree with nearly everything that Rev. Cross has written in our student 
book this quarter—and that is a lot of agreement! I would like to offer a counter opinion here, 
however, about the “burning coals” issue. He writes near the end of the student lesson: “The 
saying really was meant as a way of offering blessing and a concrete act of love, as you would 
help to assist another family with their very physical needs.”

 While I think it is at all times a pleasant and benevolent gesture to “accentuate the 
positive,” in this case I ponder whether or not that Paul writes in a way to shame an offender 
into better behavior. As Oscar Wilde advised, “Always forgive your enemies—nothing annoys 
them so much.” This sounds like the Apostle when Paul wrote to his beloved community in 
Rome: “Beloved, never avenge yourselves, but leave room for the wrath of God; for it is written, 
‘Vengeance is mine, I will repay, says the Lord.’ No, ‘if your enemies are hungry, feed them; if 
they are thirsty, give them something to drink; for by doing this you will heap burning coals on 
their heads’” (Romans 12:19-20).

Believers grow in discipleship of Christ through refraining from revenge and blessing, 
not cursing others. But there is a way to change other people’s behavior—especially if it is not 
in keep with love. Thus, most believers seek to live in harmony with others and strive to live 
peacefully despite differences.

 So when Paul writes that “Let love be genuine; hate what is evil, hold fast to what is 
good; love one another with mutual affection” (Romans 12:9-10), Paul’s reference is to agape 
love—Christ-like love. Understanding the word “love” is difficult for Americans because we 
use it without much discrimination.  Still love is simple in the sense that Jesus and Paul use it. It 
is simple because when Jesus speaks about agape love he suggests that believers regard others 
as we regard ourselves: Hence, Jesus’ admonition to “love your neighbor as yourself” (Luke 
10:27). Why does Jesus put all the law under the law of love? Because believers need a guiding 
principle, no matter how utterly naive it may seem, and because we are gospel people. The 
gospel is free from the restraint of the law. It is open and caring.  It is inviting and non-coercive. 

Paul defines love: “Love is patient, love is kind, it isn’t jealous, it doesn’t brag, it isn’t 
arrogant, it isn’t rude, it doesn’t seek its own advantage, it isn’t irritable, it doesn’t keep a record 
of complaints, it isn’t happy with injustice, but it is happy with the truth. Love puts up with all 
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things, trusts in all things, hopes for all things, endures all things (1 Corinthians 13:4-7).

Jesus and Paul knew that believers need guidance more manageable than 613 ritual 
Jewish laws the faithful might consult on any ethical decision. Yet, we do need direction. As Paul 
wrote earlier in Romans, “I don’t do the good that I want to do, but I do the evil that I don’t want 
to do” (Romans 7:19). Yet Jesus and Paul summon believers to fight our primal urges. We are 
people of God’s covenant. We understand what it means to “love neighbor as self.” How then 
does agape appear? What does it look like? Let your class discuss these questions.

As an activity this week—you could even “jokingly” call it homework try this idea. Tell 
you class that a good way to deepen and to live a life worthy of the gospel is to love God and 
brother and sister and neighbor. So if you are wondering what to do to deepen your faith this 
week, then practice loving someone who needs it. Come back and share your experience next 
week in class. The targets of people to love are infinite—and you will be displaying one of the 
marks of a Christian.

Optional Activities  

As the teacher, use your discretion and divide your class into small segments so that they 
can speak and discuss the lesson from Romans 12:9-21. It has so many applications in our lives 
as believers that they will have a lively discussion and perhaps something of a debate. 

Have you class small groups list the marks of Christianity described in the lesson. 
Discuss personal life applications and their relationships to your faith tradition standards.

 If you as a teacher want to discuss something that has real justice possibilities, then have 
your class read Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr.’s “Letter from Birmingham Jail.” It is easy enough to 
find copies of this text in the local library or on the internet. Have your class compare Dr. King’s 
insights with Romans 12:9-21. Discuss perspectives of Dr. King’s perception of the Birmingham 
Christian community. What are the implications for our congregation, community, and nation? 
This is one of the most important civil rights documents we as Americans have. Is use it each 
semester I teach “Introduction to Philosophy.”


