
Being a Witness in a Hateful World

Romans 12:17-18


	 We have been going through these commands of the apostle Paul for a number 
of months in how we live out or live in light of the truths presented in the opening 11 
chapters. And this morning as we come to verses 17 and following, and there is a 
subtle shift. The commands that he has been giving in verses 14-16 can be applied 
both to how we associate and interact with believers and unbelievers. These verses 
deal with how we interact with those who are outside of Christ and might be hostile to 
the gospel of Jesus Christ. There is a way that we are to function and exist and 
respond to life that is to be so radically different that it is actually a visual 
demonstration of the gospel of Jesus Christ. 

	 We live in a fallen world. We dwell among people in our families and work places 
and in our neighbourhoods that will do all many of evil against us. It could be related to 
our faith or it could be for some other reason but you and I will have tough 
relationships. We will have relationships that are painful, and we will cry in the midst of 
those relationships that it is not suppose to be this way. We wonder where God is or 
what the whole purpose of these relations is and the excruciating pain that they bring. 
There has to be a mistake it seems. But when Paul commands here in verse 17, 
“Repay no one evil for evil,” it should alert us that people are going to do evil against 
us. It should alert us that we are going to go through things in our Christian lives that 
we never thought we would have to deal with. These verses and commands are 
preparing us with what we will go through. If no one would ever do evil against us then 
there would be no need of this command. So often we are surprised because we forget 
our location. We forget that this is a dangerous world and the greatest danger and hurt 
comes from people. It comes from sinners who love their sin. People will hurt us.

	 But these verses are not only alerting us to the danger and the pain and evil 
from others that will befall us but that there is a distinctively Christian way that we are 
to respond to the evil of others that speaks and shows forth and displays our joy and 
trust in Christ. It does not mean it will be easy but our eyes must be fixed on Christ and 
him alone. And if we suffer and if we are all sinned against, the question is not whether 
we have tough relations, but the question is how are we responding to those 
relationship? And there are a couple of ways that we respond naturally when 
individuals create pressure on us and do all manner of evil. One is that we want to 
eliminate the pain and agony or the evil as quickly as possible. We want to repay evil 
for evil and have people suffer. We want our metaphorical pound of flesh and if they 
can hurt like we can hurt then maybe they will stop. We are like little children. Why did 
you hit your sister? She fit me first! We return evil for evil. If I hit her hard enough she 
will never do it again. We justify our response on the basis of someone else’s evil. Paul 
says, “Repay no one evil for evil.” There is never a reason to sin against your 
neighbour or the holy God above. Remember all sin and first and foremost against 
God. We have that sense of justice in us that wants to take God’s place and we will talk 
about that next week. But none of us are innocent before God. 

	 And the other reason we respond naturally and sinfully to repaying evil for evil is 
we forget our calling. I am always amazed by the sovereignty of God that he has 
orchestrated both the good and the bad in our lives. Listen to Lamentations 3:38, “Is it 



not from the mouth of the Most High that good and bad come?” This moment that 
people even do evil against us, and cause such pain in our lives is own by God and not 
us. It is to be lived not for our glory by lashing out, but to be lived for his glory. We 
forget our calling. He owns this moment. I am called to reflect Jesus and his gospel. I 
am called not to follow my own wisdom but his clear word. So let me ask you: how are 
you handling your tough relationships? What is coming out of you when others hurt 
you? Is there any thought or realization of the sovereignty of God and his glory? Is 
there any thought about how he has commanded us to respond? Are you being 
controlled by self or by Christ? We need to take every thought captive to the obedience 
of Christ. In order to do that we have to understand these two commands that are 
given to us in verses 17 and 18. May God give all of us light in the midst of this dark 
and crooked world that we live that we might be shining lights of the gospel. 


1. In the midst of evil done against us we are to do what is honourable. V.17.

	 Now this is an amazing command in light of our current world and philosophy of 
our current world and even Christianity. One of the things that is missing from our 
society is moral absolutes. And that is that there are clearly defined categories of right 
and wrong. But right and wrong is always changing, and can change from one situation 
to another, and from one person to another. Sometimes it is right to lie, other times we 
should tell the truth. Sometimes it is right to get divorced; other times a couple should 
stay together and work out their differences. Sometimes it is right to kill an unborn 
child and other times if the timing is right, it is good to keep the pregnancy and have a 
child at full term. The common phrase used by many is, “to each his own.” In other 
words, you decide what is right for you. And no one should judge you for what you do. 
And it is amazing in the light of looking into the past and seeing how people treated 
indigenous people in Canada in the past and the removal of many statues of 
individuals who used to be revered, they go against the very philosophy that they 
claim, and say of that behaviour - that is wrong! In the “me too” movement people 
have recognized moral absolutes. Even tough people want to deny absolutes until they 
are sinned against; everyone has a sense of right and wrong. The problem is that it is 
demented and twisted by sin. 

	 But it is easy to pick on the world around us, and even be angry and vengeful 
when someone does evil against us. And look at verse 17 and the construction of it, 
“Repay no one evil for evil, but give thought to do what is honorable in the sight of 
all.” Notice there are two halves. The first is a negative of what we are not to do when 
individuals do evil against us, and that is to return in like kind, but God is not satisfied 
with just a passivity of not doing evil, but wants us to replace that activity. And what 
follows is a principle that is true in all in life. It governs not just when evil is done 
against us, but all of our life as we live in this fallen world as lights of Jesus Christ. And 
notice the words there “give thought.” That is so important, because so often our 
minds are taken up with thinking about the evil that someone did against us, and how it 
was unfair, maybe even thinking and imagining scenarios in our mind of where we do 
repay that evil by giving them a piece of our mind. God wants us to renew our minds to 
prove what is good and acceptable in his sight. He wants us to take those thoughts 
and intentionally shift them. Say no, this is not honouring to God, I am going to 
examine this whole relationship and scenario the way God wants me to. 




	 Now here is where it becomes a bit tricky for us as believers because look at 
what we give thought to - “to do what is honorable in the sight of all.” “To do” 
speaks of an action. And what we are doing is honourable in the sight not of most 
people but all people. This is a problem that I have seen so much over the last couple 
years and that is believers saying what is honourable in the sight of all people, as if we 
are deciding what is honourable before all. If this is acceptable to the world then I will 
do this activity. But remember that God is calling us to respond not like the world but 
unlike the world. He is not calling us to take the pulse of society and then decide how 
to respond. Honourable in the sight of all is doing what is right in the sight of God 
whether popular or not. You can’t even see this when someone does evil against you. 
You will have people that say, “you have every right to be angry or cut them off from 
your life or discard them for ever.” “You can’t let them walk all over you.” But listen to 2 
Corinthians 8:21, “for we aim at what is honorable not only in the Lord’s sight but 
also in the sight of man.” These are not two exclusive goals. They are one. To do 
what is honourable before men is to obey the Lord.

	 So here we take the gospel and we apply it to these hard relationships. We 
replace evil with doing what is honourable. We take and live out the gospel and God’s 
relationship with us before the one doing the evil and all others. It is not enough to be 
passive. There is an action to be pursued. It is much like in Ephesians 4:31-32. Listen 
to these verses because we have the same structure of something to put off but 
something to put on. There is a behaviour to discard, but through the gospel of God a 
behaviour to cultivate, “Let all bitterness and wrath and anger and clamor and 
slander be put away from you, along with all malice. (And here is the replacement) 
Be kind to one another, tenderhearted, forgiving one another, as God in Christ 
forgave you.” And the key is not what they deserve but “as God in Christ forgave you.” 
That is where your thinking goes. That is where you intentionally change your thinking 
from vengeance and anger to what God has done in Christ for me. And it is this grace 
that he has called me to give to others. We are to consume our thoughts with the God 
of the gospel so much so that what comes out of us is so radically different. 

	 The question now becomes: how are you responding to those difficult relations 
that God has sovereignly placed in your life? What is coming out of you? And if it is not 
honourable before God and others, ask yourself what am I meditating on? Meditate on 
the glory and the underserved forgiveness that is ours in Christ. Mediate on it so much 
that you respond to evil by doing what is honourable and what God defines as 
honourable. 


2. We combat evil by seeking to live at peace with all people irregardless of who they 
are. V.18. 

	 There are wars all around us. We see it on an international scale. We see it in 
politics and we also see it in our relationships. Yet the amazing thing is a truth that was 
taught earlier in this epistle. Romans 5:1 says, “Therefore, since we have been 
justified by faith, we have peace with God through our Lord Jesus Christ.” Since 
we have been justified through Christ, God has reconciled us with himself. There was 
hatred on our side, but also God stood opposed and at war with us in our sin. But he 
has justified us and brought us into the most closest of relationships with him. It is not 



that there is just the end of hostilities or some sort of treaty, but true and vital and 
delightful reconciliation, so much so that we are called the children of God. Think of it: 
we are in the midst of so much conflict in this world but at peace with God. And as we 
live lives that glorify him, and in light of the wonderful mercies of God, we are to lives 
lives that reflect that peace. Those who seek peace with others realize how great the 
peace that they enjoy with God, that they seek that peace and reconciliation with 
others. They yearn for it and labour for it. They just do not hope it will happen but make 
every effort to seek peace with others. They do not stand as an obstacle or impediment 
to that peace. They seek peace and want to be known as peace makers because God 
is the great Peace Maker! 

	 So let’s walk through verse 18, “If possible, so far as it depends on you, live 
peaceably with all.” Now everything I said this far, some are probably warring in their 
inner conscience saying I hope he handles the first two words of the passage and they 
are “if possible.” Instead of living at peace with all people, Paul said, “if possible.” It 
speaks of the reality of living in this fallen world. It speaks of the evil and wickedness 
that is in this world. We realize that most men and women will never be reconciled to 
God, and will never live at peace with him. People love their darkness and therefore 
hate the light of Christ. That is a reality. We may want peace and even desire peace 
with others but what Paul is saying in this passage that it might be impossible rather 
than possible. And there are two things that can make peace impossible. One is the 
ongoing behaviour of others. This should be obvious but so often it is not. It could be 
that as a church we go through the process of church discipline which leads to the last 
step in which they are separated from the church because of a refusal to repent. They 
are no longer considered a believer, and we realize there is not that bond of peace that 
we have with other believers. We realize that a man who cannot control his temper and 
becomes violent to a woman and the children would have to be separated from them. 
That is so obvious. There needs to be a change in that man before there can ever be 
peace. Some people, even though we might want peace do not want it, or want it on 
their terms. They do not want to treat others with respect but keep on in their sinful 
ways. And certainly they will find reasons to justify their sin.

	 Another reason why peace might not be possible is because truth cannot be 
compromised. There are things that we can differ on as believers, but there are other 
truths that we hold dear. We cannot be in fellowship with someone who denies the 
deity of Christ. It does not mean that we are mean or nasty or rude, but there is no 
peace. Listen to what Paul says in Galatians 1:9, “As we have said before, so now I 
say again: If anyone is preaching to you a gospel contrary to the one you 
received, let him be accursed.” There is no peace or harmony. Again, this is not a 
peace at all costs. In fact the gospel many times creates strife with others. Jesus even 
said in Luke 12:51-53, “Do you think that I have come to give peace on earth? No, I 
tell you, but rather division. For from now on in one house there will be five 
divided, three against two and two against three. They will be divided, father 
against son and son against father, mother against daughter and daughter 
against mother, mother-in-law against her daughter-in-law and daughter-in-law 
against mother-in-law.” The gospel of peace is more precious than peace at any cost. 




	 And I think what I have said rings true in your ears. The problem with striving for 
peace is that it hard work and humility, and this verse rather than obeying it becomes 
an excuse not to seek peace or to be settled in unreconciled relationships and closing 
the door on others. The key in this verse is found right after “If possible,” Paul says, 
“so far as it depends on you.” Well, ask the question: what does it mean as far as it 
depends on you? What does that entail? It entails all that Paul has command in this 
passage as far as living in light of the gospel of Christ. So verse 14 seeking to bless 
and even speak well of your adversary, wanting the best for them and even labouring in 
that direction. It is seeking to rejoice with them and weep with them. There is a strong 
empathy for them in verse 15. It is being humble and not thinking that they are the only 
sinner or the only one that needs maybe to repent. It is amazing how guilty we are of 
the same sins of others. In strife with others, pride keeps us from living out the gospel 
and seeking to be reconciled. In pride people are beneath us. In pride we throw away 
others. Don't be wise in your own estimation and say, “yes, I know what the Scriptures 
say but . . .” Paul gives us these commands because we are going to come to other 
conclusions how to handle these situations. 

	 And then we read in verse 17, “Repay no one evil for evil.” How are you talking 
about the other person? Listen to these verses from Proverbs. Proverbs 10:12, “Hatred 
stirs up strife, but love covers all offenses.” Proverbs 15:1, “A soft answer turns 
away wrath, but a harsh word stirs up anger.” Proverbs 29:22-23, “A man of wrath 
stirs up strife, and one given to anger causes much transgression. One’s pride 
will bring him low, but he who is lowly in spirit will obtain honor.” Does any of those 
verses describe how you handle the difficult relationships in your life? Do you feel 
yourself boiling up? What is the solution? The gospel of Christ. No one gives grace and 
forgiveness better than the person who realizes how much grace and forgiveness they 
need and have received from Christ. 

	 Yes, this is an evil world. Yes people and others will cause wars and calamity 
with you. The Word of God is honest in what we will face. The question is not whether 
we are facing it or whether we will face it, but how will we respond? These commands 
take so much effort and humility. We cannot do it in ourselves. But God has given us 
his presence and his word. Remember the greater the darkness and opposition against 
you the greater the opportunity to shine for the light of God - his gospel. God has 
called us to be his witness in this hateful world. He has called us to be peace makers 
through the gospel of peace.


