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A Community of Love 
Romans 12:9-21 

Context   
 

- Historical Context:  The historical context of Romans takes place shortly after the expulsion 
of the Jewish people from Rome (41-53 AD) under the emperor Claudius. When this 
leader fell from power, Jews were allowed back into the capital city.  As a result, Jews 
who were following Jesus saw their church in Rome change dramatically.  This passage 
speaks a lot about the Church being a community that displays love toward one another.   

 

Romans 12:9–21 (NIV) 
9 Love must be sincere. Hate what is evil; cling to what is good. 10 Be devoted to one another in love. 
Honor one another above yourselves. 11 Never be lacking in zeal, but keep your spiritual fervor, serving 
the Lord. 12 Be joyful in hope, patient in affliction, faithful in prayer. 13 Share with the Lord’s people who 
are in need. Practice hospitality. 14 Bless those who persecute you; bless and do not curse. 15 Rejoice with 
those who rejoice; mourn with those who mourn. 16 Live in harmony with one another. Do not be proud, 
but be willing to associate with people of low position. Do not be conceited. 17 Do not repay anyone evil 
for evil. Be careful to do what is right in the eyes of everyone. 18 If it is possible, as far as it depends on 
you, live at peace with everyone. 19 Do not take revenge, my dear friends, but leave room for God’s wrath, 
for it is written: “It is mine to avenge; I will repay,” says the Lord. 20 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.” 21 Do not be overcome by evil, but overcome evil with good. 
 

Outline 

I. Sincere love toward one another (12:9-10). 

- Paul’s initial call to the church, as a spiritual community, is to love (agapā).  Paul 
defines the manner in which believers are to show love. 

‣ Paul first defines the love within the community to be “sincere” or “genuine.”  
The original language renders the beginning of verse 9, “love without 
hypocrisy.”  The Greek word (anoopokritos) conveys this meaning of sincere 
or genuine love.  The word’s root (hoopokritos) is a noun for an “actor” or 
“pretender.” 1  The word “anoopokritos” therefore renders itself “without 
acting.”  Love in a manner that is not pretending, but real.   

‣ The next way Paul defines love is found in verse 10 by describe who this love 
should be directed toward.  In doing this Paul changes from agapā love (v.9) 
to “philadelphia” love (v.10).  A “philadelphia” kind of love is a “sense of love for 
blood brothers or sisters.”2  If those that are believers are brought into one 
family (4:13-25), then this type of love makes sense.  The body is to be a place 
where its members demonstrate this familial-type of love toward one another.  
The demonstration of this “philadelphia” kind of love is to, “Outdo one another 
in showing honor” (12:10, ESV). 
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- Paul doesn’t only define the manner in which the community is to love, he also 
defines what love is.  Paul tells the believers to “Abhor what is evil; [and] cling to 
what is good” (12:9).  The word “abhor” in the original conveys a strong hatred for 
something and “cling” represents having a close association or attachment to 
something (used in reference to the marriage bond in Matt. 19:5).  Paul defines love 
as hating evil and attaching one’s self to good.  This is the struggle of humanity 
ever since they partook of the tree of knowing “good and evil” (Gen. 2:9).  The One 
Story of Scripture points to humans attaching themselves to evil and hating what 
is good. 

-  

When reading Paul’s list of displaying love, what do you notice in regard to the 
recipients of these loving acts?  Are the acts directed toward God, people, believers, 
non-believers, everyone, etc.  

 

 

    

Roman 12:9-13 Romans 12:14-18 

Love genuinely  All? Bless those who persecute Enemies 

Love w/brotherly 
affection 

Church 
Rejoice with those who 
rejoice 

All? 

Don’t be Slothful in zeal God Weep with those who weep All? 

Be fervent in spirit  God Live in harmony Church 

Serve the Lord God Associate with the lowly All? 

Rejoice in hope God 
Don’t be wise in your own 
eyes 

All? 

Patience in tribulation God Don’t repay evil for evil Enemies 

Be constant in prayer God Do what is honorable All 

Contribute to needs Church Live peaceably with all All 

Show hospitality Church  
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II. The Greatest Commandment (12:11-21). 

- When Jesus was asked “What is the greatest commandment in the Law?” (Matt. 
22:36), Jesus responded with two commandments: 

‣ The first was “Love the LORD your God with all your heart and with all your 
soul and with all your mind” (Matt. 22:37).  This command is a portion of the 
foundational Jewish prayer known as the Shema (Deut. 6:5-9).  The book of 
Deuteronomy continues to define the terms of the covenant between Israel and 
YHWH.  Eventually this leads to the pronouncement of blessings for obeying 
the terms (Deut. 28:1-14) and cursing for disobedience (Deut. 28:15-68).  The 
tone of Deuteronomy indicates that Israel will fail, but there is an element of 
hope that remains.  Moses talks of a time when God’s people will have changed 
hearts (Deut. 30:6) that will be able to truly love YHWH in obedience.   

‣ The second commandment Jesus gives is to “Love your neighbor as yourself” 
(Matt. 22:39).  This commandment is taken from Leviticus 19:18 in a context of 
not seeking revenge against another individual.  Though it seems obscure, 
Jesus thought this concept of loving others was foundational.  It even seems 
that Jesus was connecting these two concepts together as THE Greatest 
Commandment.  Truly loving YHWH is displayed in love for others and loving 
others is an outflow of one’s love for YHWH.   

- In looking at Paul’s list of displaying love (12:9-21), the concepts found in the 
Greatest Commandment (loving God and neighbor) are present.     

A. Love God (12:11-13). 

- Though this section contains displays of love toward others (ie. Contribute to 
needs, hospitality, etc.) there is a concentration of displays of love toward 
God.   

- Contributing to needs and opening homes (v.13) are displays of love that are 
directed toward the “saints” (“holy ones”).  

- The displays of love directed toward God are to not be slothful in zeal, be 
fervent in spirit, serve the Lord, rejoice in hope, be patient in tribulation, be 
constant in prayer (v.11-12). 

‣ “do not be slothful in zeal” (v.11). “spoodā”  = “earnest commitment in 
discharge of an obligation or experience of a relationship, eagerness, 
willingness, zeal.”3 A possible translation could be, “do not be slow in your 
willingness to do something for someone else.” 
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‣ “be fervent in spirit” (v.11).  “zeō” = “to be stirred up emotionally, be 
enthusiastic/excited/on fire.”4   Rather than being slow to commit or 
serve, this display of love is to serve with an excited spirit.    

‣ “rejoice in hope” (v.12).  What is the hope to be rejoiced in?  According to 
Romans 5, hope is rooted in the justification that is received by faith.  
Rejoicing and hope are linked throughout this passage (5:1-5).  Hope is 
rooted in the “glory of God” (v.2) and produced through suffering (v.3-
4).    Hope is also linked to God’s love and the Spirit (v.5).    

‣ “be patient in tribulation” (v.12).  “thlipsis” = “trouble that inflicts 
distress, oppression, affliction, tribulation.”5  The word for tribulation is 
used to describe various means of suffering and oppression that is 
happening from outside sources.  A further discussion on how to deal 
with “thlipsis” is explored more in depth in Romans 5:3-5. 

B. Love Neighbor (12:14-21). 

- The idea of living in harmony or peace with others is mentioned a few times 
in this section (v.16,18). 

‣ The first call to “live in harmony with one another” is mentioned in verse 
16.  The original language conveys the idea of “Be of the same mind 
toward one another” (NASB).  This connects well with Pauls initial plea 
to think humbly within the community of faith (12:3).   

In the rest of verse 16 Paul goes on to tell the church to “not be haughty, 
but associate with the lowly” and “never be wise in your own sight.”  The 
phrase “do not be haughty” can be rendered “do not think proudly or 
arrogantly.”  Paul pairs this idea with alternatively associating with those 
of lesser (“lowly”) status and not thinking too highly (“wise”) of ones self.  

‣ The second call is to “live peaceably with all” (v.18).   Paul adds the caveat 
of “if possible, so far as it depends on you.”  Paul is recognizing that full 
restoration is sometimes not possible.  Those indwelled by the Spirit can 
do all they can to live in peace with others, but others are not always so 
keen on peace.  In the end, Paul is calling believers to do their part, 
through the Spirit, in fostering peace.       

- To go along with the theme of fostering peace and harmony, Paul introduces 
the idea of not pursuing retribution (v.17-21).  Logically this makes sense in 
the progression of thought.  Live with one another in peace and harmony, 
therefore, “repay no one evil for evil” (v.17).  Paul recognizes that believers 
will face evil and have evil done to them.  The natural instinct is to seek 
retribution and revenge, but that is just repaying evil with evil.  How then is 
the believer to respond in love? 
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‣ The first response is a matter of perspective, “never avenger yourselves, 
but leave it to the wrath of God” (v.19).  Paul realizes that enacting 
judgment on others is not his job.  He connects this idea to the “wrath of 
God” discussed in the earlier chapters of Romans.  God’s wrath is 
pointed at all of sinful humanity and that is enough to repay any evil that 
is directed toward us.  To back up this claim Paul quotes Deuteronomy 
32:35, “Vengeance is mine, I will repay, says the Lord.”  This quotation is 
a line taken from the Song of Moses at the end of Deuteronomy which 
speaks of the faithfulness of YHWH and His justice to redeem His people. 

‣ Paul’s second response is to “overcome evil with good” (v.21).  Before 
this statement Paul quotes an example of this from Proverbs, “if your 
enemy is hungry, feed him; if he is thirsty, give him something to drink; 
for by so doing you will heap burning coals on his head” (Rom 12:20; 
Prov. 25:21-22).  The example is of an individual providing food and 
water for an enemy.  The proverb says that these displays of love will 
“heap burning coals” on their head.  The burning coals can be taken two 
ways.  (1) God’s wrath which connects with verse 19 or (2) the conscience 
of the enemy.  Either way the proverb is taken the conclusion is still clear.  
“Do not be overcome by evil, but overcome evil with good” (v.21).   

Conclusion 

- Romans chapter 12 is a call for believers to allow the Spirit to live out what they believe.  
God has set up a community where its members see each of their lives as a sacrifice to 
God (v.1) and they are allowing their minds to be transformed (v.2) through the work of 
the Spirit.  This community is like a body in that though its individual members have 
different functions (v.4-5), they collectively are working out YHWH’s purposes in the 
world (v.6-8) through “gifts of grace” (v.6).  As a result, this community is one that 
displays love to world (v.9-21) as an outflow of their love for YHWH (v.11-13).    
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