“A Christian’s Response to Violence”

Romans 12:14-21
We live in an increasingly violent society. Each week brings news of another mass killing, another questionable use of deadly force by law enforcement, another act of retaliation against innocent victims.

After one notable incident, one of our nation’s leaders spoke on “the mindless menace of violence in America which again stains our land and every one of our lives.” He said,

It is not the concern of any one race. The victims of the violence are black and white, rich and poor, young and old, famous and unknown. They are, most important of all, human beings whom other human beings loved and needed. No one—no matter where he lives or what he does—can be certain who next will suffer from some senseless act of bloodshed. And yet it goes on and on and on in this country of ours.

Why? What has violence ever accomplished? What has it ever created? No martyr’s cause has ever been stilled by an assassin’s bullet. No wrongs have ever been righted by riots and civil disorders. A sniper is only a coward, not a hero; and an uncontrolled, uncontrollable mob is only the voice of madness, not the voice of the people.

Whenever any American’s life is taken by another American unnecessarily—whether it is done in the name of the law or in the defiance of law, by one man or a gang, in cold blood or in passion, in an attack of violence or in response to violence—whenever we tear at the fabric of life which another man has painfully and clumsily woven for himself and his children, the whole nation is degraded….

Yet we seemingly tolerate a rising level of violence that ignores our common humanity and our claims to civilization alike. We calmly accept newspaper reports of civilian slaughter in far off lands. We glorify killing on movie and television screens and call it entertainment….

Too often we honor swagger and bluster and the wielders of force; too often we excuse those who are willing to build their own lives on the shattered dreams of others….

Some looks for scapegoats, others look for conspiracies, but this much is clear; violence breeds violence, repression brings retaliation, and only a cleansing of our whole society can remove this sickness from our soul.

The ironic part of this story is that two months to the day after he spoke these words, the speaker himself was gunned down in another senseless act of bloodshed.

The sad part of this story is that these words were spoken nearly fifty years ago, and yet they speak just as powerfully—if not more so—than they did at that time.

Violence is defined as “the use of physical or psychological force so as to injure or coerce someone or to damage something.”
 A distinction must be drawn between the customary meaning of violence and the lawful use of force. Legal use of force—even violent force—is legitimate, but even that must be exercised within the law.
 

The root causes of human violence form a puzzle to modern, sophisticated man. Violence occurs in all social, economic, and educational levels of society. Yet the Bible holds the answer: Violence characterizes sinful man.
 The first family in human history was torn apart by a violent act when Cain murdered his brother Abel. The violence in our society cannot be blamed on guns or vicious video games. It is a problem of the human heart. 

What is the Christian’s response to violence? Do we hate, do we retaliate, or do we shrug our shoulders and sigh, “Oh, well, I guess there’s nothing to be done about it”? 

I believe the Bible gives us a different path. Turn to Romans 12:14-21,

Bless those who persecute you; bless and do not curse. Rejoice with those who rejoice; mourn with those who mourn. Live in harmony with one another. Do not be proud, but be willing to associate with people of low position. Do not be conceited. 

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. 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. 
This may seem completely unrealistic to us. Paul is dealing with a natural human tendency to get “even.”
 Everything we read in this passage is not only counter-cultural, but counter to our own character as well. Yet this is precisely what makes this a Christian response to violence.

A Guiding Principle

I begin with a guiding principle from verses 17-18: “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.” As followers of Jesus, we are called to do what is right, regardless of the wrong that is done around us—or to us. We will never be held accountable for what others do, but we will answer for what we do. 

Verse 18 gets more specific: “Live at peace with everyone.” This reflects Jesus’ words in Matthew 5:9, “Blessed are the peacemakers, for they will be called sons of God.” Hebrews 12:14 adds, “Make every effort to live in peace with all men and to be holy; without holiness no one will see the Lord.”
I left out the first part of Romans 12:18, though. It reads, “If it is possible, as far as it depends on you, live at peace with everyone.” Those qualifying phrases shows that this cannot always be done. Again, we will not be held accountable for what others do. As I have told many people in a variety of situations, “Don’t judge your success by the results.” Sometimes we do everything right and it comes out wrong, and this is especially true in our relationships with unbelievers. Yet the Christian is never to take the initiative in disturbing the peace.
 

Such peace should not be thought of as “peace at all costs,” though. Peace at the expense of honesty and humility will only lead to more conflict. A false peace is more dangerous than an open war, because it gives the impression that the problems have been solved, when in reality the problems have only been covered over. It is honesty—not hypocrisy—that makes for peace.
 We must not sacrifice truth or compromise our godly principles for the sake of peace. This is not even peace, according to John Stott, but rather “appeasement.”
 The world learned through the events leading up to World War I that the policy of appeasement does not lead to true peace. Such appeasement ignores justice and, as Stott goes on to point out, “The peace which God secures is never cheap peace, but always costly.”
 This “costly peace,” just as the “costly grace” Dietrich Bonhoeffer wrote about, cost Jesus His life on the cross. God never sacrifices His holiness or justice for the sake of grace or peace. Neither should we.

Our guiding principle, then, ought to be to live at peace with everyone—as far as that depends on us. Such peacemaking has its limits—we cannot control what others do, and we are not to compromise what God holds to be right and true—but that ought to be our overriding goal.

A Genuine Prayer

This is accompanied by a genuine prayer. Paul writes in Romans 12:14, “Bless those who persecute you. Bless, and do not curse.” The Good News Bible renders this phrase, “ask God to bless” them.
 Once again, Paul echoes the teaching of Jesus in Matthew 5:44, “Love your enemies and pray for those who persecute you.”
 
The Greek word for “bless” in Romans 12 means, “to speak well of.” It’s the same term from which we get the English word “eulogy.” That word is usually associated with a funeral service—when a friend or family member speaks well of the deceased. But this verse says we are to eulogize the person who has offended us…before his or her life has ended. Furthermore, we cannot wait until we feel like saying it; we must deliberately choose, contrary to our nature. Otherwise, the desire for retaliation against our persecutor will fester.

This calls for “a genuine prayer” because I am not referring to asking God to run over your enemy with a Mack truck! We are to pray that our enemies might come to know the Lord—not so that our way will be easier, but so that their way will be easier. We need the kind of love Jesus showed when He prayed in Luke 23:34, “Father, forgive them; for they know not what they do.” We need the kind of love Stephen showed when he prayed in Acts 7:59-60, “Lord Jesus, receive my spirit…Lord, lay not this sin to their charge.” And, as James and John found out in Luke 9:54-56, we do not need to pray that fire from heaven will consume our enemies!

But what about those psalms that seem to call down curses on one’s enemies? We read in Psalms 5:10, “Declare them guilty, O God! Let their intrigues be their downfall. Banish them for their many sins, for they have rebelled against you.” How do we deal with the so-called “imprecations” (or curses) in the Psalms? The NIV Study Bible notes,

Actually, these “imprecations” are not that at all; rather, they are appeals to God to redress wrongs perpetrated against the psalmists by imposing penalties commensurate with the violence done—in accordance also with normal judicial procedure in human courts. The psalmists knew that he who has been wronged is not to right that wrong by his own hand but is to leave redress to the Lord, who says, “It is mine to avenge; I will repay.” Therefore they appeal their cases to the divine Judge.

There is no better way to express our positive wishes for our enemies’ welfare than to turn them into prayer and into action.

A Godly Practice

Which leads to the third point, a godly practice. It is not enough to love and pray; we must act.
 We read in verses 19-21,

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. 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.
As believers, we must respond to persecution and not react. We need to be prepared with the right attitude of mind, as we read in 1 Peter 4:1, “Therefore, since Christ suffered in his body, arm yourselves also with the same attitude, because he who has suffered in his body is done with sin.” We do not react, then resent, and then retaliate. That is the way the world acts when difficulties come. No, the Christian responds in a positive way, not because he seeks persecution, but because he expects it and is not surprised when it comes.

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 back by injuring those who have injured us.

“But doesn’t the Bible say, ‘An eye for an eye’?” you might be wondering.

Yes, it does. Exodus 21:23-25 states, “But if there is serious injury, you are to take life for life, eye for eye, tooth for tooth, hand for hand, foot for foot, burn for burn, wound for wound, bruise for bruise.” This principle, known as the lex talionis (or, “law of retaliation”) was not the barbaric legitimization of revenge it is often characterized as. Rather, this was meant to limit legal punishment for breaking the law so that it fit the crime. This principle was actually meant to prevent blood feuds, replacing individual acts of hostile revenge by measured actions performed within the law.
 This was given within the context of law enforcement, not personal revenge.

The reason why revenge and retribution are forbidden us is not because they are in themselves wrong reactions to evil, but because they are God’s prerogative, not ours, just as citizens are not to take the law into their own hands, but allow law enforcement to do their job. And so we read that Jesus Himself, when “they hurled insults at him” not only “did not retaliate” but also and instead “entrusted himself to him who judges justly,” according to 1 Peter 2:23.
 We are called to follow His example. As Christians we must not play God and try to avenge ourselves.

Often the violence we see in our world stems from this insistence upon “getting even.” But rarely are we content to “get even”; we want to “one up” the offender. And so one action results in a reaction that is a little more than the initial act, followed by another reaction a little more than that, and so on. Each act of violence is linked to the one before like a great chain, binding the society with bonds of anger, hatred, and retaliation. Something—or better yet, someone—must break the chain of violence by not giving in to the natural urge to take revenge.

This is the godly practice Paul prescribes in Romans 12, showing the Christian ethic is never purely negative. Each of Paul’s negative imperatives in this passage is accompanied by a positive counterpart. Thus, we are not to curse but to bless; we are not to retaliate, but to do what is right and to live at peace; we are not to take revenge, but to leave this to God, and meanwhile to serve our enemies; and we are not to be overcome by evil, but to overcome evil with good.
 God will handle our every desire for retribution, and He can do it in such a thorough way, we need only to step aside and let Him work.

Verse 20 confuses many readers. What does it mean that if we do good to our enemy we will “heap burning coals on his head”? Several answers have been proposed.

Because in the Old Testament it is said that God will “rain fiery coals” on the wicked, some take the coals here as a symbol of judgment, and even argue that to serve our enemies will have the effect of increasing the punishment which they will receive. But the whole context cries out against this explanation, especially the very next verse and its reference to overcoming evil with good. Others suggest that the pain inflicted by the burning coals is a symbol of the shame and remorse experienced by an enemy who is rebuked by kindness. A third option is that the coals are a symbol of penitence. Some commentators draw attention to an ancient Egyptian ritual in which a penitent would carry burning coals on his head as evidence of the reality of his repentance.

A fourth option claims that, in ancient days, homes were heated and meals were fixed on a small portable stove, somewhat like our outside barbecue grills. Frequently, a person would run low on hot coals and would need to replenish his supply. The container was commonly carried on the head. So as the individual passed beneath second-story windows, thoughtful people who had extra hot coals in their possession would reach out of the window and place them in the container atop his head. Thanks to the thoughtful generosity of a few folks, he would arrive at the site with a pile of burning coals on his head and a ready-made fire for cooking and keeping warm. “Heaping burning coals on someone’s head” came to be a popular expression for a spontaneous and courteous act one person would voluntarily do for another.

However we understand this metaphor, it speaks of doing good, not harm, to the one who does us wrong. By doing something positive for our enemy, we release God’s love to touch his life. Our motives may be questioned and our ministries rejected, but for Jesus’ sake we must do good to our enemies, if ever they are going to experience the grace of God and become Christians. And even if they do not become Christians, we become better Christians for having done the will of God.

I am not claiming that if we would all follow these commands of Scripture that crime rates would disappear and all the prisons and jails would empty. Just as we will always have the poor among us, we will always have the violent and hateful among us. But as the speaker I quoted at the beginning of this message said on another occasion,

Each time a man stands up for an ideal, or acts to improve the lot of others, or strikes out against injustice, he sends forth a tiny ripple of hope, and crossing each other from a million different centers of energy and daring those ripples build a current which can sweep down the mightiest walls of oppression and resistance.
 

To repay evil for evil is to be overcome by it; to repay good for evil is to over-come evil with good. This is the way of the cross.
 This is the Christian response to violence in our world.
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