
Loving Enemies 

Romans 12:14-21 

 

What would you say a rugby player who very upset after a match because his white rugby 

shirt has got mud on it? Would you adopt a sympathetic listening posture? Or would you look 

them in the eye and say, “Seriously, what did you expect? You’re playing rugby. If you don’t 

get muddy you’re not playing the game properly.” 

 

Whatever we’re doing in life, we need to get our expectations right. Whether it’s in sport, or 

in parenting or in business. We need to know what to expect and how to deal with it, 

otherwise we won’t be able to do it.  

 

The same is true with following Jesus. We need to know what we’re getting into before 

we follow Jesus. We need to be reminded what is normal once we begin. 

 

There are many different parts of the Bible that flesh out what this means.  

 

One of these places is Romans 12-16. 

 

As you will know it begins with that wonderful sentence in verse 1, “Therefore, I urge you, 

brothers and sisters, in view of God’s mercy to offer your bodies as a living sacrifice, holy 

and pleasing to God – this is your true and proper worship.” 

 

First, it reminds us that everything we do for God flows out of what God has done for us. 

 

Second, it reminds us that following Jesus should impact all of our life. It is 24/7 worship. 

 

The rest of these chapters explain what this needs to look like in practice. 

 

So far the focus has been on how we are to live together as a church family. But in verses 

14 to 21 the spotlight shifts to how Christians are to interact with the world, with those in the 

who don’t yet follow Jesus.  

 

Or to be more precise, these verses focus on how Christians are to deal with those in the 

world who give them a hard time because of their faith in Jesus.  

 

Let me show you this the Bible.  

 

Look at verse 14. Read verse 14. 

 

Or verse 17. Read verse 17a.  

 

Or verse 19. Read verses 19 to 21. 

 

Do you see the big theme that is repeated throughout this section? Christians are getting it in 

the neck because they are sticking their necks out for Jesus. their neck out for Jesus. They 

are experiencing persecution because they are living for and speaking about Jesus.  

 

There are a two crucial points for us to notice. 

 

First, our Christian lives are to be noticed by those around us. 

 

We are not to withdraw. We are not to hide.  



Living in a monastery is not how we are meant to live. This is not a radical life for Jesus. No, 

a radical life for Jesus is to stay where we are and live a cross-shaped existence.  

 

We are not to stay and become chameleons, blending in with everyone around us. No, we 

are to stand out and speak up. 

 

Second, when we do this, we will experience push back from those who don’t yet follow 

Jesus. 

 

This push back will vary depending on the country we live in and the century we live in. Or if 

I can put it like this, our local context will determine the kind of persecution we experience.  

 

For some Christians it is death. For others it is violent injury. For some it is the loss of 

employment. For others it is to be ignored or mocked or isolated from the in-crowd. And the 

list goes on.  

 

But what is inevitable is that all Christians will experience push back and persecution from 

the world. This is what we need to expect. 

 

Why is this? No matter how kind we are. No matter how friendly we are. No matter how big 

the smile is on our face. The message we speak and the message we live is a fundamental 

assault on mankind’s declaration of independence against God.  

 

When we declare ourselves to be a Christian we are not stating our personal preference in 

the spiritual supermarket of life. No, we are declaring that previous we got it wrong. That we 

were rebels. We were sinners in need of a Saviour. And we have repented and turned to 

follow Jesus as the one we need.  

 

Do you see what this means? Anyone who is not yet following Jesus is still in rebellion 

against the divine government of God. And people don’t like to hear this. As a result, they 

push back against Christians in a whole variety of ways. 

 

The key question for Christians is this, how should we respond when people treat us badly 

for our faith in Jesus? 

 

This section of Romans is full of wisdom for us! 

 

I want to highlight three responses that we are to have in the face of wrongdoing.  

 

Of course what I’m about to say can be applied to any situation when someone had 

wronged you but do remember in Romans 12 the particular issue is how to respond to 

persecution because of our faith in Jesus.  

 

What should we do? Three things. 

 

First, we are to pray for people (Vs 14) 

 

Look at verse 14. Read verse 14. 

 

Our temptation will be to open our mouths and curse those who cause us pain.  

 

Instead, we are to open our mouths and ask God to prosper them. 

 



This is what it means here to bless people rather than curse them. Of course it could simply 

mean speaking well of them. But there seems to be a heavenly dimension to this where we 

call upon God himself to bless our persecutors.  

 

Second, we are to feel for people (Vs 15) 

 

Listen to verse 15. Read verse 15. 

 

We find it hard to celebrate something with those we love if we are ourselves are lacking 

what they’ve just got and we really want it to.  

 

How much more difficult is this to do with our enemies! 

 

The one who constantly gives you a hard time at work because of your faith in Jesus. They 

get a promotion or a sporting achievement or maybe an addition to the family. Our 

temptation is to be sad or emotionally neutral. The Bible says rejoice! 

 

Or think of the opposite. An enemy suffers some kind of loss. What’s our temptation? To 

smile, rather than mourn with them.  

 

Of if I can put it like this, for for enemies our natural pattern is to rejoice with those who 

mourn, and mourn with those who rejoice. 

 

But God says to Christians, that’s wrong. It’s the other way round. 

 

We are to feel for those who persecute us. 

 

Third, we are to do good to people (Vs 20-21) 

 

Look at verse 19. Read verses 19-21.  

 

Our temptation is to seek to personally right a wrong.  

 

We see this all the time. People confronting each other because they feel wronged by 

another human being.  

 

Justice is a right thing to desire but it is not the duty of an individual citizen to accomplish it. 

That’s called vigilante justice and it’s no justice at all. 

 

We are not to seek revenge. Instead we are to trust God’s agent of justice in the here and 

now – the rightful authorities of a country. Ultimately, we are to trust ultimate justice to God. 

 

However, the command to Christians is not simply to sit back and wait until our enemies get 

what’s coming to them. No, God wants is to be positively and actively good to them. 

 

All sorts of ways we can do this.  

 

One small example from my life. In our previous city I remember one night noticing that one 

of our neighbour’s car lights were on. No big deal you might think. This was a neighbour who 

often had loud parties and caused problems on the street. I was conflicted within. Should I 

go into my house and close the door? Or go and knock on the door of the noisy neighbour 

and tell them? I chose to knock on their door.  

 

If there someone giving you stick for being a Christian, how can you do good to them? 



It’s obvious that none of these ways of responding is natural or easy. How can we live like 

this? 

 

It’s all about remember our own personal story with God. We were God’s enemies. How 

did he treat us? He showered us with generosity.  

 

We are now God’s children. We are to behave like him. His Spirit will enable us to live like 

this.  

 

What’s the point of treating our enemies like this? 

 

 God says so 

 

 It’s the family way 

 

 It may lead to their repentance 

 

I think this is the point of what Paul writes in verse 20. Read verse 20. 

 

It’s a quotation from Proverbs 25:21-22. 

 

What does it mean? Is this a good thing or a bad thing for enemies? 

 

It seems that in the ancient world, burning coals on someone’s head was a sign of 

repentance, a way of acknowledging they were wrong and that they were now intent on 

changing. 

 

The picture seems to be that in the kindness shown to an enemy wakes them up to the 

reality of God’s grace and they turn to Jesus to find forgiveness and peace. 

 

We read of such things happening in places where Christians are tortured and shot by their 

captors. Sometimes, the response from the Christians melts the hearts of the persecutors, 

and they end up putting their faith in Jesus. 

 

In Conclusion 

 

Let me encourage us to get our expectations right. 

 

Is becoming a Christian worth it? Absolutely. 

 

Is it pain free and comfortable? Not at all.  

 

If you follow Jesus, you will be persecuted.  

 

However, God wants us to live out the gospel of grace as we engage with our enemies.  

 

He wants us to pray for them, feel for them and do good to them. 

 

And who knows, maybe one day, they will join us in the family of God. 

 

Let’s pray. 

 

 


