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Bless Your Persecutors 
Romans 12:14   

 
Intro 
 
(Stanford University) 
 
The year was 1957. The place was Montgomery Alabama, a good seven years before racial 
segregation was ended, and Dr. Martin Luther King Jr., that great and courageous hero of the 
civil rights movement, walked into the pulpit at Dexter Avenue Baptist Church and preached a 
sermon entitled “Loving Your Enemies” 
 
His text was from Matthew chapter 5 in which MLK noted that “we read these very arresting 
words flowing from the lips of our Lord and Master” quoting the KJV 
 
Love your enemies, bless them that curse you, do good to them that hate you, and pray for 
them that despitefully use you 
 
Certainly, these are great words, words lifted to cosmic proportions. And over the centuries, 
many persons have argued that this is an extremely difficult command. Many would go so far 
as to say that it just isn’t possible to move out into the actual practice of this glorious 
command. They would go on to say that this is just additional proof that Jesus was an 
impractical idealist who never quite came down to earth. So the arguments abound. But far 
from being an impractical idealist, Jesus has become the practical realist. The words of this 
text glitter in our eyes with a new urgency. Far from being the pious injunction of a utopian 
dreamer, this command is an absolute necessity for the survival of our civilization. Yes, it is 
love that will save our world and our civilization, love even for enemies. (MLK) 
 
As urgent in his day in the fight for the rights and equality of black men and women, the 
exhortations of Holy Scripture to love our enemies continues to press upon us with great 
urgency  
 
Our text - 1 verse - reflects the instruction of those arresting words that flow from the lips of 
our Lord and Master as the inspired apostle exhorts us to embrace and apply what love looks 
like in a world that is often hostile to Christ and his church 
 
Let me suggest that there may be no more counterintuitive or harder thing to do in the 
Christian life than this and yet by God’s grace we see the glittering words of this command to 
bless our persecutors and by God’s grace we seek to be faithful to him in this.  
 
Under the banner of 12:9 - love. We’ve looked at what it means to have genuine love for one 
another in the church. Paul turns our attention to the world and how we love those who are 
hostile toward us.  
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I’m aware that some of us, seeing the writing on the wall, watching the erosion of the church 
and increasing marginalization and hostility to those who seek to be faithful to God and his 
word, some of us are walking around with anxiety and worry and even anger - but God calls his 
people to rise up in the face of hostility with joy, hope and blessing.  
 
I. What Are We Called To? 

 
A. As I just mentioned v. 14 is a reflection of the teaching of the Lord Jesus Christ. I will 

quote the instruction more fully: 
 

[43] “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. For he makes his sun rise on the evil and on 
the good, and sends rain on the just and on the unjust. (Matthew 5:43-45) 
 

1. There is this love and blessing that we are called to in the face of hostility, as we are 
mistreated by enemies, love and blessing if and when we face persecution for our 
faith 

2. v. 14 is a proactive going out of ourselves toward those who despise us with love.  
a) He doesn’t say endure persecution, put up with it - there is a proactive quality to 

the way that we respond in love  
B. Bless - surely that includes cultivating a desire for their good - namely that they would 

experience the grace of God and put their faith in Christ - Jesus says it is praying for 
those who persecute us. To treat our enemies with dignity and compassion - image 
bearers of God who are under the curse of sin and death as this hostility is actually an 
expression of that curse of sin  

C. Bless and do not curse - surely Paul is diagnosing the temptation that arrives when we 
face opposition and hostility. The temptation is to curse. To wish bad things to happen 
to those who rise against us. That’s a natural response but it must not be so says the 
Word of God - genuine love is resisting the temptation to curse those who are our 
enemies AND it is the proactive heart of blessing toward our enemies.  
1. Don’t condone evil. We oppose evil. V. 9 “Abhor what is evil” This is about our 

personal response to being attacked for our faithfulness to Christ.  
2. I say this is as challenging a command as exists because it cuts against our natural 

instincts.  
 

Illustration: What is presented as strong and courageous? Destroy the opposition, mock our 
opponents, make light of their failures and inconsistencies, harbor bitterness for those who 
attack us. Ever been eaten up thinking about what you could have said that would have been 
perfect for putting them in their place? 
 
It is easy to give the appearance of love to those who treat us well; all sorts of people can do 
that. But to bless those who persecute us is a sign of a supernatural society. (Christopher Ash, 
Teaching Romans) 
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D. Application  

1. Blessing those who persecute us, loving our enemies, refusing to curse them is as 
hard as it gets but by God’s grace, we who have put our faith in the risen Christ of 
the cross, though we are weak and stumble in various ways, yet this church and the 
global church of Christ across time and history is no mere gathering of likeminded 
people - we are, we are a SUPERNATURAL SOCIETY that by God’s grace does the 
unthinkable - we love our enemies - we bless those who persecute us.  

 
II. How Do We Do It? 

A. Reach across the Scriptures - In the book of 1 Peter, a letter written to persecuted 
Christians which is rich with instruction about how we go about obeying the Lord in the 
face of persecution  

[12] Beloved, do not be surprised at the fiery trial when it comes upon you to test you, as 
though something strange were happening to you. [13] But rejoice insofar as you share 
Christ’s sufferings, that you may also rejoice and be glad when his glory is revealed. [14] If 
you are insulted for the name of Christ, you are blessed, because the Spirit of glory and of 
God rests upon you. (1 Peter 4:12-14) 
 

1. Don’t be surprised - realism - doesn’t say don’t be sorrowful  
a) One preacher has said that much sorrow is connected to being surprised - how 

could this be happening - self-pity - don’t be surprised  
2. Trial = testing - God is working to purify your faith through trial and persecution  
3. In the face of insult and hostility for our faithfulness to God and his Word we are 

able to rejoice - we walk in the footsteps of our Master who suffered at the hands of 
sinners  

4. If insulted in the name of Christ, you are blessed, because the Spirit of glory and of 
God rests on upon you. Essential! 

The injunction to bless those who persecute us is one of the most revolutionary statements in 
the NT and can be carried out only by the power of the Holy Spirit. (Thomas Schreiner, 
BECNT: Romans) 
 
Illustration: New Orleans street preacher. Experienced the comfort of God’s presence and even 
tears for this man’s lostness.  
 

B. The way we do is this revolutionary command is by means of the power of the Holy 
Spirit. Furthermore: 
 

[21] For to this you have been called, because Christ also suffered for you, leaving you an 
example, so that you might follow in his steps. [22] He committed no sin, neither was deceit 
found in his mouth. [23] When he was reviled, he did not revile in return; when he suffered, 
he did not threaten, but continued entrusting himself to him who judges justly. (1 Peter 2:21-
23) 
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1. Root ourselves in the Gospel. We behold Christ’s suffering for us. He suffered and 
died in our place as our substitute to bring us to God. ENEMIES! HE SEATS ENEMIES 
AT HIS TABLE OF BOUNTY AND LOVE! 
a) In these days before he comes to judge the living and the dead - these are the 

days of his salvation and grace for sinners - for his enemies  
 

[13] though formerly I was a blasphemer, persecutor, and insolent opponent. But I received 
mercy because I had acted ignorantly in unbelief, [14] and the grace of our Lord overflowed 
for me with the faith and love that are in Christ Jesus. [15] The saying is trustworthy and 
deserving of full acceptance, that Christ Jesus came into the world to save sinners, of whom I 
am the foremost. [16] But I received mercy for this reason, that in me, as the foremost, Jesus 
Christ might display his perfect patience as an example to those who were to believe in him 
for eternal life. (1 Timothy 1:13-16) 
 

2. Our example - he was reviled - he did not revile in return - he suffered at the hands 
of his enemies but did not threaten his enemies. If anyone could have taken out the 
opposition it was King Jesus the maker and sustainer of all things.  
a) Entrusted himself to him who judges justly. There’s our example to follow. If and 

when we are persecuted, we entrust ourselves to God. Our life and times are in 
his hands. He is just, he is good and even if we are killed for our faithfulness to 
God - the judge of all the earth will do what is right and will take us to himself in 
glory as he has promised and will in his timing bring all things and all peoples to 
justice.  

C. How do we obey the command to bless those who persecute us? We cry out for the 
Spirit’s presence and power, we root ourselves in the grace of God fixing our eyes on 
Christ, we entrust ourselves to God who judges justly, one more: 
 

[10] “Blessed are those who are persecuted for righteousness ’sake, for theirs is the kingdom 
of heaven. [11] “Blessed are you when others revile you and persecute you and utter all kinds 
of evil against you falsely on my account. [12] Rejoice and be glad, for your reward is great in 
heaven, for so they persecuted the prophets who were before you. (Matthew 5:10-12) 
 

1. There is rejoicing in facing hostility - your reward is great in heaven. Though stripped 
of what is valued in this world - each loss is a gain in heaven.  
a) Most of us don’t think about heavenly rewards very much - Probably make a 

bigger deal of them - big deal for Jesus 
b)  YOU OPPOSE ME? THERE IS ONE IN HEAVEN WHO APPROVES OF ME - MORE - 

WHO CELEBRATES FAITHFULNESS - YOU THINK YOU ARE STRIPPING ME OF 
GLORY - I WILL BE ARRAYED IN THE GLORY OF GOD IN JUST A LITTLE WHILE.  

c) Persecution = cha ching - faithful men and women throughout church history 
have AMASSED A FORTUNE IN HEAVEN! 

D. Here is what it looks like: 
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[40] and when they had called in the apostles, they beat them and charged them not to speak 
in the name of Jesus, and let them go. [41] Then they left the presence of the council, 
rejoicing that they were counted worthy to suffer dishonor for the name. (Acts 5:40-41) 
 
Illustration: 16th century reformer John Bradford was arrested for his preaching of sound and 
biblical doctrine and refusing to recall he was sent to his execution in 1555 - sentence to be 
burned at the stake.  
 
Turning to John Leaf, a young man who suffered with him, he said: ‘Be of good comfort, 
brother, for we shall have a merry supper with the Lord this night’. Then, embracing the reeds 
used for burning, he quoted: ‘Strait is the way, and narrow is the gate that leads to eternal 
salvation, and few there be that find it’ (Nigel Faithfull) 
 

E. Application  
1. Dependent on the Spirit, rooted in the grace of the Gospel, entrusting ourselves to 

God, tuning our awareness to heavenly rewards - we can and we will bless those 
who persecute us. 

2. We aren’t anywhere close to being killed for our faith - we enjoy wonderful 
freedoms yet - there is an increasingly marginalization and hostility toward those 
who remain faithful to God’s Word.  
a) Every era has it’s challenges - for us a primary one is the issue of biblical morality 

pertaining to sexuality and increasingly the issue of what it even means to be a 
man or a woman  

3. A word to teens and those in college 
a) It will take great courage and fortitude for you to stick to your biblical 

convictions on a whole host of topics  
(1) It may be that you will lose friends, it may be that you will feel like an 

outsider - the allure of the inner circle  
 

I believe that in all men’s lives at certain periods, and in many men’s lives at all periods 
between infancy and extreme old age, one of the most dominant elements is the desire to be 
inside the local Ring and the terror of being left outside (C.S. Lewis) 
 

b) STAND FAST - DON’T BE SURPRISED - LIVE FOR GOD’S APPROVAL AND APPLAUSE  
4. If we are increasingly marginalized - make no mistake the Scriptures will reveal 

depth and sweetness that we may never have experienced  
a) The church becomes more precious - out there we find hostility - in here we find 

love, honor, and joy 
5. Don’t know where this is headed. God bring revival. As hostility grows - nothing like 

GLOBAL - we will obey our Master, we will love in the face of hate, we will bless in 
the face of hostility - we will pray for those who show us hostility - by the power and 
grace of God and for the glory of God  
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Close  
 
Corrie Ten Boom - she and her family helped many Jews escape the Nazi holocaust during WW 
2 and in an article the wrote in 1972 she recounts a story.  
 
She was at speaking at a church in Munich after the war and share that “when we confess our 
sins…God casts them into the deepest ocean, gone forever” afterward she spied a familiar 
looking man: 
 
Betsie and I had been arrested for concealing Jews in our home during the Nazi occupation of 
Holland; this man had been a guard at Ravensbrück concentration camp where we were sent. 
Now he was in front of me, hand thrust out: “A fine message, fräulein! How good it is to 
know that, as you say, all our sins are at the bottom of the sea!” 
And I, who had spoken so glibly of forgiveness, fumbled in my pocketbook rather than take 
that hand. He would not remember me, of course–how could he remember one prisoner 
among those thousands of women? 
But I remembered him and the leather crop swinging from his belt. It was the first time since 
my release that I had been face to face with one of my captors and my blood seemed to 
freeze. “You mentioned Ravensbrück in your talk,” he was saying. “I was a guard in there.” 
No, he did not remember me. 
“But since that time,” he went on, “I have become a Christian. I know that God has forgiven 
me for the cruel things I did there, but I would like to hear it from your lips as well. Fräulein”–
again the hand came out“–will you forgive me?” 
And I stood there–I whose sins had every day to be forgiven–and could not. Betsie had died in 
that place–could he erase her slow terrible death simply for the asking? It could not have 
been many seconds that he stood there, hand held out, but to me it seemed hours as I 
wrestled with the most difficult thing I had ever had to do. For I had to do it–I knew that. The 
message that God forgives has a prior condition: that we forgive those who have injured us. 
“If you do not forgive men their trespasses,” Jesus says, “neither will your Father in heaven 
forgive your trespasses.” I knew it not only as a commandment of God, but as a daily 
experience. Since the end of the war I had had a home in Holland for victims of Nazi brutality. 
Those who were able to forgive their former enemies were able also to return to the outside 
world and rebuild their lives, no matter what the physical scars. Those who nursed their 
bitterness remained invalids. It was as simple and as horrible as that. 
And still I stood there with the coldness clutching my heart. But forgiveness is not an 
emotion–I knew that too. Forgiveness is an act of the will, and the will can function 
regardless of the temperature of the heart. 
“Jesus, help me!” I prayed silently. “I can lift my hand. I can do that much. You supply the 
feeling.” And so woodenly, mechanically, I thrust my hand into the one stretched out to me. 
And as I did, an incredible thing took place. The current started in my shoulder, raced down 
my arm, sprang into our joined hands. And then this healing warmth seemed to flood my 
whole being, bringing tears to my eyes. 
“I forgive you, brother!” I cried. “With all my heart!” 
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For a long moment we grasped each other’s hands, the former guard and the former 
prisoner. I had never known God’s love so intensely as I did then. (Corrie Ten Boom) 
 
Bless those who persecute you 
 
As Dr. King said the words of this text glitter in our eyes with urgency  
 
Empowered by the Spirit, rooted in the grace of God, dependent on God, aware of and rejoicing 
in heavenly reward - we will do that which is most revolutionary - that which only a 
supernatural society could express - love and bless our enemies for the glory of God.  
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