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The Art of Loving Your Enemies 
Romans 12:17-21 

 
Intro 
 
(Wikipedia) 
 
One of the most influential books in human history was written in ancient China in the 5th 
century B.C. it is a book by a Chinese military strategist named Sun Tzu and is entitled “The Art 
of War” 
 
It has been leaned upon and has inspired military strategists for hundreds of years both in the 
East and in the West from the Chinese communist monster Mao Zedong to American general 
Norman Schwarzkopf. Its influence doesn’t stop there. The book which is largely about how to 
outsmart your opponent without resorting to actual warfare has been taken into the corporate 
world and beyond. Executives and entrepreneurs have gleaned insight into competition in the 
business world from this ancient text 
 
Quoted on Movies and TV and celebrated by those across the sports world including legendary 
Patriot’s coach Bill Belichick to the coach of the Brazilian soccer team that won the 2002 World 
Cup, its influence is profound.  
 
“All warfare is based on deception. Hence, when we are able to attack, we must seem unable; 
when using our forces, we must appear inactive; when we are near, we must make the 
enemy believe we are far away; when far away, we must make him believe we are near.” 
 
“Know your enemy and know yourself and you can fight a hundred battles without disaster.” 
 
“It is easy to love your friend, but sometimes the hardest lesson to learn is to love your 
enemy.” 
 
A wise observation. And while a book like the Art of War appears to have its benefits for those 
in the military or competitive fields, even Sun Tzu must say “the hardest lesson to learn is to 
love your enemy” How true. 
 
Our text teaches us what it looks like to love our enemies and we might well describe this text 
not as “The Art of War” but as “The Art of Loving Your Enemies.” Our text is a list of 
exhortations given by God through the inspired apostle to guide us through the hardest lesson - 
learning to love our enemies  
 
A couple weeks ago we looked at v. 14 Bless those who persecute you; bless and do not curse 
them it was there that he set the stage for verses 17-21 and here we take a deep dive into what 
it looks like for us to love our enemies. Here we learn the art of loving our enemies. 
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How do we master this difficult art? Only by God’s grace and as we follow his revolutionary and 
countercultural Word.  
 
I. Resist Retaliation (17-19) 

 
A. “Repay no one evil for evil” reflecting the teaching of our Master when Jesus said: 

[38] “You have heard that it was said, ‘An eye for an eye and a tooth for a tooth. ’[39] But I 
say to you, Do not resist the one who is evil. But if anyone slaps you on the right cheek, turn 
to him the other also. (Matthew 5:38-39) 
 

1. The command then is to refuse to retaliate in the face of unjust treatment. In this 
we recognize immediately how hard this lesson is - how challenging this command 
truly is. No one is wired this way naturally. Some of us may be more naturally wired 
for joy, compassion, and so forth - nobody is born thinking like this.  
 

Illustration: kids’ tit for tat and rage at mistreatment 
 
Bonhoeffer - Lutheran pastor and author living in Nazi Germany  
A few months after the Gestapo closed the small Confessing Church seminary, he led at 
Finkenwald and less than two weeks after the Gestapo had arrests him and twenty-nine 
other believers at a church meeting and then interrogated them for seven hours. He preached 
a sermon on this text: “It is a difficult sacrifice which Christ demands of us when he demands 
that we abandon our attempts at vengeance, perhaps it is the most difficult sacrifice of all. 
For it is entirely natural for humans to seek vengeance against their enemies. (Frank 
Thielman)  
 
Part of a plot to assassinate Hitler - not out of personal retaliation - to protect others - more 
later  

a) One may be wired by their upbringing or personality to avoid conflict but this 
gets at the heart of the one who has been treated unjustly. It is a difficult 
sacrifice to lay down our natural inclination to retaliate. But it must be put to 
death for the sake of Christ.  

B. “but give thought to what is honorable in the sight of all” what’s that look like? Does 
not mean we compromise our integrity by doing what the world demands of us - IOW it 
is not to take our cues from the world apart from Christ. Whatever my enemies think is 
honorable is what I’m called too - however that might conflict with my biblical 
convictions  
 

Keep your conduct among the Gentiles honorable, so that when they speak against you as 
evildoers, they may see your good deeds and glorify God on the day of visitation. (1 Peter 
2:12) 
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1. So rather than return evil for evil - when we experience evil from others - we 
continue to live faithful and honorable lives before God as a testimony of our 
faithfulness to God in the face of opposition  

C. Verse 18 If possible, so far as it depends on you, live peaceably with all. This is a wise 
and reasonable command.  
1. Here’s what we don’t do - we don’t compromise the truth of the Gospel or our 

faithfulness to God and his Word, but we do work in the face of evil to ensure that 
we are not contributing to the conflict.  
a) One can stand on the truth and be a jerk. A call to personal reflection and to 

owning any fault that we have  
 

Illustration: Conflict with co-worker - you are being a jerk - knee jerk defend - able to humble 
myself and apologize and be reconciled  
 
[14] If you are insulted for the name of Christ, you are blessed, because the Spirit of glory and 
of God rests upon you. [15] But let none of you suffer as a murderer or a thief or an evildoer 
or as a meddler. (1 Peter 4:14-15) 
 

D. v. 19 “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.” He quotes here Deuteronomy 
32:35 and reveals a vital key to unlocking this way of thinking in the face of hostility.  
1. Beloved - he reminds us that we are loved by God. We who have received 

experienced the undeserved love of God - we who have received his grace in Christ, 
through his substitutionary and atoning death on the cross where he makes peace 
with us who were his enemies, we are beloved. Even if the whole world hates us, we 
are surrounded by the steadfast love of God  
 

Even though believers are severely mistreated by others, they should never forget that they 
are dearly loved by God and chosen to be his own. Rejection by others is a deep wound, but 
the salve of God’s love for us is the best healing for it. (Thomas Schreiner) 
 

2. Don’t avenge yourself - don’t return evil for evil - why? Because vengeance is mine, I 
will repay, says the Lord 
 

[5] This is evidence of the righteous judgment of God, that you may be considered worthy of 
the kingdom of God, for which you are also suffering—[6] since indeed God considers it just 
to repay with affliction those who afflict you, [7] and to grant relief to you who are afflicted 
as well as to us, when the Lord Jesus is revealed from heaven with his mighty angels [8] in 
flaming fire, inflicting vengeance on those who do not know God and on those who do not 
obey the gospel of our Lord Jesus. [9] They will suffer the punishment of eternal destruction, 
away from the presence of the Lord and from the glory of his might, [10] when he comes on 
that day to be glorified in his saints, and to be marveled at among all who have believed, 
because our testimony to you was believed. (2 Thessalonians 1:5-10) 
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3. There is a day coming - the Day of the Lord - it will be a terror a horror for all those 
who oppose God and afflict his people 

 
[15] Then the kings of the earth and the great ones and the generals and the rich and the 
powerful, and everyone, slave and free, hid themselves in the caves and among the rocks of 
the mountains, [16] calling to the mountains and rocks, “Fall on us and hide us from the face 
of him who is seated on the throne, and from the wrath of the Lamb, [17] for the great day of 
their wrath has come, and who can stand?” (Revelation 6:15-17) 
 

4. CALL TO UNBELIEVERS - FLEE FROM THE WRATH TO COME 
5. HE WILL EXECUTE JUSTICE in the middle of the situation but no matter what he is 

coming again to set all things right in a world redeemed. 
6. We are exhorted here to take this perspective and make it a defining reality when 

we face evil and injustice 
7. The evil are getting their way!!! 

 
[1] Truly God is good to Israel, to those who are pure in heart. [2] But as for me, my feet had 
almost stumbled, my steps had nearly slipped. [3] For I was envious of the arrogant when I 
saw the prosperity of the wicked…[17] until I went into the sanctuary of God; then I discerned 
their end (Psalm 73:1-3, 17) 
 
Believers will not be able to conquer feelings of revenge unless we recognize that God will 
eventually set all accounts right. We would fall prey to retaliation in the present if we did not 
know that God would vindicate us in the future. Thus, the recognition that God will judge our 
enemies is crucial for overcoming evil with good. Believers can leave the fate of their 
persecutors in God’s hands, knowing that he is good and just and that he does all things well. 
(Thomas Schreiner) 
 

8. We need a robust theology of God’s perfect justice to be functioning in the middle 
of unjust violence and opposition. We do not have the right to take vengeance - that 
right belongs to God and he has promised to execute his perfect justice in his 
perfect timing.  
 

Since God is merciful and wants the wicked to repent, his justice may come slowly from the 
perspective of the victims, but it will come, and when it comes it will confirm that God has 
not turned a blind eye to evil but remains committed to the triumph of the good. (Frank 
Thielman)  
 

E. Application  
1. We know that the only reason we have been rescued from the judgment we 

deserve as sinners - enemies of God - is purely on the grounds of his kindness and 
grace - humble ourselves before him in affliction, suffering, injustice - “IT IS EVER 
BETTER THAN I DESERVE!” 

2. MILITARY / POLICE 
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a) The sword in v. 13 is a gift from God to punish evildoers in a society  
b) The ones who do this in a godly way - Tyler - there to serve, to protect, to lay 

down their lives for our good - reflection of Christ  
3. Doesn’t mean you’re a punching bag - to allow abuse in your marriage to happen 

and continue without withdrawing yourself from that experience.  
4. Abused physically or sexually as a child to pretend like it didn’t happen. Boundaries 

are wise and needed as we think through how this is applied.  
a) Deal with hatred and bitterness and a desire to avenge ourselves on those who 

have mistreated us  
5. Our perceived political opponents - humiliate, destroy, real good zinger to get ‘em 

back  
a) Not just a negative - refraining from returning evil or avenging ourselves - a 

positive, proactive side to this art of loving our enemies  
 

II. Pursue Kindness (20) 
 
A. “To the contrary, “if your enemy is hungry, feed him; if he is thirsty give him something 

to drink”  
1. Don’t retaliate against unjust treatment - HARD - don’t just grit your teeth and 

endure - move towards your enemy with kindness - move towards your enemy with 
blessing.  
 

[27] “But I say to you who hear, Love your enemies, do good to those who hate you, [28] 
bless those who curse you, pray for those who abuse you. [29] To one who strikes you on the 
cheek, offer the other also, and from one who takes away your cloak do not withhold your 
tunic either. [30] Give to everyone who begs from you, and from one who takes away your 
goods do not demand them back. [31] And as you wish that others would do to you, do so to 
them. (Luke 6:27-31) 
 

2. Generosity - caring for their needs - showing kindness to those who hate us - WOW - 
Costly love 
 

The Bible makes much of Jesus’ sacrificial love for us. He was stripped and killed in order to 
love us. In view of that, we are to live as he did, and love as he did. If the way we love 
another comes at a cost to ourselves, we have started to know what Christ-like love is. (Tim 
Keller) 
 

B. We reflect the costly love of Jesus in our extraordinary response to our enemies - 
kindness, blessing - there is another purpose at work - by so doing you will heap burning 
coals on his head - WHAT? GET BACK AT THEM?  
1. The possibility that our kindness in the face of hatred and injustice will provoke the 

painful and stinging experience of shame that will change their attitudes and actions  
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Acting kindly toward our enemies is a means of leading them to be ashamed of their conduct 
toward us and, perhaps, to repent and turn to the Lord whose love we embody. (Doug Moo) 
 

C. As we, in our sin natural enemies of God, have been treated with such kindness - 
Romans 2:4 his kindness leads us to repentance. We understand that these expressions 
of hatred and animosity that we may experience are expressions of a sinful heart that 
stands under God’s judgment unless they turn to Christ. 
1. Pray, treat with kindness, in hopes that God will give them the gift of repentance 

and our enemies become our friends.  
D. Application  

1. The art of loving our neighbors includes both - We refuse to retaliate and we activity 
pursue kindness - the good and welfare of our enemies.  
a) DO YOU FEEL THE WEIGHT OF THESE EXHORTATIONS?  

2. Is this how you think about those who treat you unjustly? Those who are enemies of 
Christ and his church and are about the business of attacking and undermining the 
advancement of the Gospel and the mission of the church?  
 

Illustration: Jesus crucified - forgive them for they know not what they do - Stephen stoned to 
death takes to himself his Master’s heart and his words - forgive them  
 

3. Not in any way saying we don’t work for change and freedom. Happily, we live in a 
constitutional republic and so we can aggressively and joyfully fight for justice in this 
country on all manner of things - PFI  

4. But in our personal interactions we have our marching orders. RESIST RETALIATION 
PURSUE KINDNESS  
 

III. Overcome Evil (21)  
 
A. Do not be overcome by evil, but overcome evil with good 

 
Evil can overcome us when we allow the pressure put on us by a hostile world to force us into 
attitudes and actions that are out of keeping with the transformed character of the new 
realm. Paul urges us to resist such temptation. (Doug Moo) 
 

B. We must not become like what we oppose - to - in the heat of crisis - take to ourselves 
the attitudes and actions that are out of character for the redeemed of God  
 

Illustration - The story is told of a great ring of power that contained great power but great evil, 
great corruption because it was the tool and weapon of the dark Lord Sauron.  
 
An earnest man of nobility, Boromir, comes into close proximity of the ring and concludes why 
don’t we just take the ring and use if for good.  
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True-hearted Men, they will not be corrupted. We of Minas Tirith have been staunch through 
long years of trial. We do not desire the power of wizard-lords, only strength to defend 
ourselves, strength in a just cause. And behold! In our need chance brings to light the Ring of 
Power. It is a gift, I say; a gift to the foes of Mordor. It is mad not to use it, to use the power 
of the Enemy against him. The fearless, the ruthless, these alone will achieve victory. What 
could not a warrior do in this hour, a great leader?…The Ring would give me power of 
Command. How I would drive the hosts of Mordor, and all men would flock to my banner. 
(J.R.R. Tolkien) 
 

1. Taking the weapon of the evil one - even with the best of intentions - would corrupt, 
would destroy, would overcome with evil.  

C. We must take care that we are not being pressured into attitudes and actions that are 
out of keeping with the transformed character of the realm of grace that we now live in  
 

Illustration: Abused become abusers. Liberia was colonized by freed and free-born black people 
who believed they would prosper away from this country. Developed into the political elite that 
abused and excluded indigenous people.  
 

D. Application  
1. When resisting evil - we don’t allow ourselves to begin to look like what we are 

opposed to. Arrogance. Harsh reprisal. Insults. Gloating. Bitterness. OVERCOME EVIL 
WITH GOOD  
 

By responding to evil with the good rather than with evil, we gain a victory over that evil. Not 
only have we not allowed it to corrupt our own moral integrity, but we have displayed the 
character of Christ before a watching and skeptical world. (Doug Moo) 
 

2. THAT IS OUR HIGH CALLING CHURCH - BY THE GRACE OF GOD - IN THE FACE OF EVIL 
AND OPPOSITION TO SHINE AS THE CHURCH OF CHRIST - REFLECTING THE 
CHARACTER OF CHRIST BEFORE A WATCHING AND SKEPTICAL WORLD 
a) IT IS INDEED A HARD LESSON BUT ONE THAT BY GOD’S GRACE WE WILL LEARN 

AND TAKE TO OURSELVES FOR THE GLORY OF GOD! 
 

Close  
 
I'm concerned about a better world. I'm concerned about justice; I'm concerned about 
brotherhood; I'm concerned about truth. And when one is concerned about that, he can 
never advocate violence. For through violence you may murder a murderer, but you can't 
murder murder. Through violence you may murder a liar, but you can't establish truth. 
Through violence you may murder a hater, but you can't murder hate through violence. 
Darkness cannot put out darkness; only light can do that. And I say to you, I have also decided 
to stick with love, for I know that love is ultimately the only answer to mankind's problems. 
And I'm going to talk about it everywhere I go. I know it isn't popular to talk about it in some 
circles today. And I'm not talking about emotional bosh when I talk about love; I'm talking 
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about a strong, demanding love. For I have seen too much hate. I've seen too much hate on 
the faces of sheriffs in the South. I've seen hate on the faces of too many Klansmen and too 
many White Citizens Councilors in the South to want to hate, myself, because every time I see 
it, I know that it does something to their faces and their personalities, and I say to myself that 
hate is too great a burden to bear. I have decided to love. If you are seeking the highest good, 
I think you can find it through love. And the beautiful thing is that we aren't moving wrong 
when we do it, because John was right, God is love. He who hates does not know God, but he 
who loves has the key that unlocks the door to the meaning of ultimate reality. (Martin 
Luther King, Where do We Go From Here?) - less than a year before his assassination 
 
Hate is too great a burden to bear and so we chose to love our enemies. We apply this hard 
lesson and, dependent on God we stand, an army bold whose battle cry is love reaching out to 
those in darkness. God work in us that which is pleasing in your sight.  
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