Living in the Power of His Resurrection #7

“Overcoming Evil”

Romans 12:17-21
We live in an evil world.

I don’t have to convince you of that. Just look around. There is evil everywhere you look. We hear it constantly in the news. In fact, I’d reword that chorus from the old TV show “Hee Haw,” “If it weren’t for bad news, there’s be no news at all.” The evil around us can seem overwhelming.

How do we as Christians keep ourselves from getting swept up in the tide of evil? Like a boat afloat, it’s not the water outside that will sink it, but when too much of the water gets inside, we're in trouble. As we navigate evil waters, how do we keep it from infecting us?

I believe there is an answer to this question found in the Scriptures. It does not require us to stick our heads in the sand, ignoring the evil happening around us. Nor does it involve throwing our hands in the air, helpless to do anything about it. No, what the Bible commands is not surrendering to evil but, in fact, overcoming evil.

Just not the way we would probably think it should be done.

Turn with me to Romans 12. The first eleven chapters of Romans contains some of the deepest doctrine you will see anywhere in Scripture. Beginning in chapter twelve, Paul applies those divine principles into daily practice. Within these verses we will see the keys to overcoming evil.

Evil is to be Reviled

The first key is that evil is to be reviled. Romans 12:9 states, “Love must be sincere. Hate what is evil; cling to what is good.” This combination of love and hate sounds out of place, even bizarre. Normally we regard them as mutually exclusive: Love expels hate, and hate expels love. But the truth is not so simple. Whenever love is “sincere” (literally, “without hypocrisy”), it is morally discerning. It never pretends that evil is anything else, or condones it. Compromise with evil is incompatible with love. Love seeks the highest good of others and therefore hates the evil that spoils it. God hates evil because His love is holy love; we must hate it too.

Now before you claim that hate is always evil and is inappropriate when speaking of God, may I remind you of Proverbs 6:16-19,

There are six things the Lord hates, seven that are detestable to him: haughty eyes, a lying tongue, hands that shed innocent blood, a heart that devises wicked schemes, feet that are quick to rush into evil, a false witness who pours out lies and a man who stirs up dissension among brothers.

For those who think the only way to win the world for Christ is to cave on our morality, this stands in stark contrast. Evil is to be reviled—even hated.

But we need to be careful how we hate evil. As we are going to see, overcoming evil does not happen by fighting fire with fire. I appreciate the words of Chuck Colson,

Christians need to cool the incendiary rhetoric. Everywhere I go, I hear generals in the Christian army directing furious battle plans to assault the other side. Some sound desperate, which is understandable. After all, the primary means of influence in American culture—politics, academia, the arts and communications media—are in the hands of those who oppose us.

But we will never win the culture war by waving placards in their faces or whacking them with our Bibles. That only confirms their stereotypes of us. We need instead to take to heart the apostle’s words in a previous time of persecution: “Never pay back evil for evil; overcome evil with good.” “Violence unreturned is a spent force,” wrote Dietrich Bonhoeffer, who knew Nazi violence firsthand.

This does not mean we diminish our political efforts. We must continue to press for righteous policies on abortion, homosexuality, welfare reform, education, and so on. But we must do so the way Scripture teaches, with “gentleness and reverence” and a “spirit of power, love and a sound mind.”

The goal is to overcome evil without being overcome by it. This leads us to the second key.

Evil is not to be Repaid

Evil is not to be repaid. Paul writes in Romans 12:14, “Bless those who persecute you; bless and do not curse.” He continues in verses 17-19,

Do not repay anyone evil for evil. Be careful to do what is right in the eyes of everybody. If it is possible, as far as it depends on you, live at peace with everyone. Do not take revenge, my friends, but leave room for God’s wrath, for it is written: “It is mine to avenge; I will repay,” says the Lord.
Paul has the word “anyone” in an emphatic position: Christians should repay evil to no one at all, Gentile or Jew, Christian or pagan. It is a universal duty for believers, clearly an important part of Christian living.

Retaliation and revenge are absolutely forbidden to the followers of Jesus. He himself never hit back in either word or deed. And in spite of our inborn retributive tendency, ranging from the child’s tit for tat to the adult’s more sophisticated determination to get even with an opponent, Jesus calls us instead to imitate Him. To be sure, there is a place for the punishment of evildoers in the law courts, and Paul will come to this in Romans 13. But in personal conduct we are never to get our own back by injuring those who have injured us.

Why is this the case? Paul explains that retaliation and revenge belong to God, quoting from Deuteronomy 32:35. The reason the repayment or judging of evil is forbidden to us is not that it is wrong in itself (for evil deserves to be punished and should be), but that it is God’s prerogative, not ours.

You see, when we attempt to take vengeance on another person, we’re usurping that role from God. God says vengeance is His, and we have no right or authority to take on a role He reserves for Himself. The Bible tells us explicitly in Leviticus 19:18, “You shall not take vengeance, nor bear any grudge against the children of your people, but you shall love your neighbor as yourself: I am the Lord.”
This is the verse Christ quoted in Mark 12:31 when He affirmed that to “love your neighbor as yourself” is the second greatest commandment in all Scripture. By the time of Christ’s ministry, this commandment had been corrupted by the development of a new Jewish tradition: love your neighbor and hate your enemies. This tradition condoned executing vengeance on anyone who harmed you. But Christ corrected that distortion of Leviticus 19:18 in the Sermon on the Mount, as we will see. In other words, leave vengeance and judgment to God.

Jesus not only taught this truth; He lived it. We read in 1 Peter 2:23, “When they hurled their insults at him, he did not retaliate; when he suffered, he made no threats. Instead, he entrusted himself to him who judges justly.” Instead of trying to even the score, let God do it. He does a much better job!

This requires faith, believing that God can work and accomplish His will in our lives and in the lives of those who hurt us. We must give place to the justice of God.
 This is not easy, but it is possible.
Why is this so important? When we respond to evil with evil, we are overcome by evil. When we do this we simply increase the amount of evil in the situation.
 After we have retaliated for the first offense, our enemy will naturally retaliate, adding to the fire. This chain reaction will go on indefinitely until one decides not to feed the flames.

More importantly, revenge and retaliation does something to us personally. Have you spent much time around someone who is eaten up with the sickness of revenge—someone who is nursing an attitude of resentment? It is a tragic thing to witness. These folks are walking time bombs. Festering bitterness searches for and usually finds ways to explode. Often, those who suffer the brunt of another’s revenge are innocent bystanders. They just happen to be in the way when the volcano erupts. Since revenge fuels such an enormous and uncontrollable fire, it is a wonder more aren’t hurt by it. It may be a popular reaction, but it is not a solution.

We may speak of “settling a score,” but rarely (if ever) is the score settled by acts of retaliation and revenge. Good not evil, and peace not violence, are to characterize our lives.
 All thought of our taking revenge must be put to bed. When we do, we “leave room [or give a place] for the wrath of God” to go to work.

Evil is to be Reversed

The third key in overcoming evil is that evil is to be reversed. Back in verse 17 Paul admonished not only, “Do not repay anyone evil for evil,” but also, “be careful to do what is right in the eyes of everybody.” The original Greek verb translated “be careful” has the connotation of, “think beforehand” or "take into consideration.”
 This is not something that will come naturally to us; by nature we will strike back in retaliation before we think things through.

Here’s some of the best advice I ever received about responding to evil: when someone strikes out at you to hurt you with an evil act or accusation, don’t curse it; don’t rehearse it; don’t nurse it—but do reverse it.
 How do you do that? Paul says at the end of verse 17, “Do what is right in the eyes of everybody.” “What is right” translates one word that is more usually taken to mean “good”, and not merely a hidden, interior goodness only, but a goodness that is manifest to all.

Paul gets specific in Romans 12:20-21,

On the contrary: “If your enemy is hungry, feed him; if he is thirsty, give him something to drink. In doing this, you will heap burning coals on his head.” Do not be overcome by evil, but overcome evil with good.
I like how J. B. Phillips translates this verse: “Don’t allow yourself to be overpowered with evil. Take the offensive—overpower evil by good!”

Evil is not overcome merely by refraining from doing it; we must overcome evil with good. It is not enough to break a bad habit; it is essential to love Jesus more, to want eternal things more. It is not enough not to retaliate against an enemy; it is essential to love one’s enemy. Because we belong to Christ, we are to overcome evil with good.

A number of words can be used to describe what the New Testament classifies as good. It is that which is useful, salutary, pleasant, agreeable, excellent, upright and honorable. Perhaps it is best summarized with one of Paul’s words in Philippians 4:8, “Finally, brethren, whatever is true, honorable, whatever is right, whatever is pure, whatever is lovely, whatever is of good repute, if there is any excellence and if anything worthy of praise, let your mind dwell on these things.”

Evil cannot stand against good. Seeking revenge is very common, but it overlooks the fact that to retaliate is to be overcome, not to win, for the enemy has then succeeded in bringing us down to his own level.
 Someone has wisely said, “The enemy has overcome us when he makes us like himself.” To repay evil for evil is to become like Satan. To adopt the methods of your enemy is to become an enemy yourself. But to repay good for evil is to become like God. The essential victory over evil is the work of love.

Jesus taught in Luke 6:27-36,

But I tell you who hear me: Love your enemies, do good to those who hate you, bless those who curse you, pray for those who mistreat you. If someone strikes you on one cheek, turn to him the other also. If someone takes your cloak, do not stop him from taking your tunic. Give to everyone who asks you, and if anyone takes what belongs to you, do not demand it back. Do to others as you would have them do to you. 

If you love those who love you, what credit is that to you? Even ‘sinners’ love those who love them. And if you do good to those who are good to you, what credit is that to you? Even ‘sinners’ do that. And if you lend to those from whom you expect repayment, what credit is that to you? Even ‘sinners’ lend to ‘sinners,’ expecting to be repaid in full. But love your enemies, do good to them, and lend to them without expecting to get anything back. Then your reward will be great, and you will be sons of the Most High, because he is kind to the ungrateful and wicked. Be merciful, just as your Father is merciful.
You may be thinking, “Love my enemies? That’s not only crazy—that’s impossible!” Our difficulty lies in the sentimental associations that the word love has for many of us. The love of which the law and the gospel alike speak is a very practical attitude: “Let us not love with word or tongue [only] but with actions and in truth” (1 Jn 3:18). Love to one’s neighbor is expressed in lending him a helping hand when that is what he needs: “Right,” says Jesus, “lend your enemy a helping hand when that is what he needs. Your feelings toward him are not the important thing.”

The focus of Jesus’ pronouncement is not on good or loving feelings but on actions. (Curses or physical abuse do not make even a saint feel good or loving!) The imperative, “love,” is immediately explained by the imperatives that follow: “do good,” “bless,” and “pray for.”

The larger context provides specific illustrations of the behavior Jesus has in mind: turning the other cheek when struck by one’s enemy, or giving up one’s possessions or one’s personal freedom to an aggressor. The principle that comes to expression here is that of non-resistance or non-retaliation. Those who intend to live by the ethics of Jesus must not return evil for evil, or meet force with force. For Jesus’ followers to retaliate when they are wronged, or to contend for their “rights,” or even defend themselves against unfair treatment, is neither necessary nor appropriate.

To do what is good is not automatic. It is part of the process of becoming mature, of becoming more and more like Jesus Christ.
 Those who know what it is to be justified by God’s grace, know also what it is to have the love of God poured into their hearts through the Holy Spirit. They know the new power that comes from the love the Spirit brings. That is why and that is the way they overcome evil with good. The way of love lifts them above all vindictiveness.

Probably no admonition of Jesus has been more difficult to follow than the command to “love your enemies.” Some men have sincerely felt that its actual practice is not possible. It is easy, they say, to love those who love you, but how can one love those who openly and insidiously seek to defeat you? Others, like the philosopher Nietzsche, contend that Jesus’ exhortation to love one’s enemies is testimony to the fact that the Christian ethic is designed for the weak and cowardly, and not for the strong and courageous. Jesus, they say, was an impractical idealist. 

In spite of these insistent questions and persistent objections, this command of Jesus challenges us with new urgency. Upheaval after upheaval has reminded us that modern man is traveling along a road called hate, in a journey that will bring us to destruction and damnation. Far from being the pious injunction of a Utopian dreamer, the command to love one’s enemy is an absolute necessity for our survival. Love even for enemies is the key to the solution of the problems of our world. Jesus is not an impractical idealist; he is the practical realist.

The challenge of the cross is as uncomfortable in the twenty-first century as it was in the first, and is as relevant today as ever it was. Perhaps nothing is more completely opposed to our natural instincts than this command not to resist, but to bear unjust suffering and overcome evil with good. Yet the cross bids us accept injury, love our enemies and leave the outcome to God.
 As one writer put it, “The best way to destroy an enemy is to turn him into a friend.”

If anyone in the last sixty years or so knew the practical, painful reality of this truth it was Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr. He wrote in a book entitled Strength to Love,
Why should we love our enemies? The first reason is fairly obvious. Returning hate for hate multiplies hate, adding deeper darkness to a night already devoid of stars. Darkness cannot drive out darkness; only light can do that. Hate cannot drive out hate; only love can do that. Hate multiplies hate, violence multiplies violence, and toughness multiplies toughness in a descending spiral of destruction. So when Jesus says “Love your enemies,” he is setting forth a profound and ultimately inescapable admonition. Have we not come to such an impasse in the modern world that we must love our enemies—or else? The chain reaction of evil—hate begetting hate, wars producing more wars—must be broken, or we shall be plunged into the dark abyss of annihilation.

He’s right. Truth is, you and I will never stop encountering evil in the world around us, and we’ll never, this side of heaven, be totally free from the temptation to do evil ourselves. Within us and without us, there is only one power in the world strong enough to overcome evil. And that power is the goodness of God.

Remember: “His divine power has given us everything we need for life and godliness.” That includes the power to love when hated, to do good when done evil. Only by living in the power of Christ’s resurrection will we be able to overcome evil.
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