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An Unbalanced Culture 
Romans 12:9-13 
If  you’ve ever watched any of  the Star Wars movies (and actually,  even 
if  you haven’t!) you will know about the idea of  the force. And you will 
know there is a great conflict between the light side and the dark side of  
the force. And you will know that the great hope is for someone to 
restore balance. At the climax of  Episode 9 — and this is a massive 
spoiler — the young Jedi Rey finally connects with all the great Jedi 
Masters of  the past. Surrounded by this great crowd of  witnesses* Rey 
is told that she is the one who will bring balance to the force. 

Balance. And yet, what happens next could not possibly be described as 
balance. The light and dark sides of  the force do not meet in happy 
equilibrium. The light dœs what light dœs, it completely overwhelms the 
darkness. Whatever they might try to tell, the end of  Star Wars was no 
story of  balance, but a gloriously one-sided victory of  good over evil. 
There is something inescapably and wonderfully Christian about that 
narrative. 

Balance, however, seems to be one of  the great goals of  modern life. 
Once you notice it, you see it everywhere: we strive for work-life 
balance, or for balanced education, or a political balance between the 
extremes on the left and the right. We want our kids to have a bit of  
sport, a bit of  education, a bit of  music, a bit of  church?, so that they 
will grow up to be well-rounded, balanced individuals. As Christians we 
can even think of  trying to balance our zeal for the gospel without being 
too weird! Given two extremes, the reasonable, rational person wants to 
find themselves straddling the middle. Balance is the pattern of  this 
world. 
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Yet, in the Scriptures you are not likely to find balance lifted up as one 
of  life’s great aims. Indeed, you could say the glory of  Christianity lies in 
its rejection of  balance, and in the embrace of  extremes.  

This is what the writer G.K Chesterton provocatively suggests: 

Paganism declared that virtue was in a balance; Christianity declared it 
was in a conflict: the collision of  two passions apparently opposite. 

In fact we’ve already seen this in Romans 12. When we take a good 
honest look at ourselves in the mirror of  grace, we discover ourselves to 
be wretched sinners, and at the same time redeemed children of  God. 
Not a mix of  good and bad, but both to their full measure. There is 
unflinching realism and unbridled hope in the message of  the gospel. 
And it’s here again in verse 9. The gospel produces in us a sincere love 
that hates what is evil and clings to what is good. To act against the 
darkness whole-heartedly, and embrace the light with equal passion. As 
Chesterton continues, 

… the more I considered Christianity, the more I found that while it 
had established a rule and order, the chief  aim of  that order was to 
give room for good things to run wild. 

Balance be damned. Let goodness run wild in every direction all at once. 
Let light completely overwhelm the darkness as it spreads out from 
Christ at the centre of  all things. 

It seems to me that captures the thrust of  these few verses before us 
today. As we read this series of  short, sharp exhortations, we see a 
picture of  what happens when a church clings to the good: good things 
run wild. We come together in the order and interdependence of  the 
body, so that together we can run after a communal life of  extravagant 
love that flows from the extravagant love of  God in Christ. Jesus said, “I 
have come that they may have life, and have it to the full.” And this 
passage shows us what it means to live a life of  transformed fullness, 
rather than conforming to the pattern of  boring balance. 
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1. Honour Competition 
Let’s jump in and take a look from verse 8. And we see first of  all what 
sincere love looks like in our relationships with each other: 

Love must be sincere. Hate what is, evil cling to what is good. Be 
devoted to one another in love. Honour one another above 
yourselves. 

Now there is not a hint of  balance or moderation in those instructions, 
is there? We’re not just to be fond of  each other but devoted to one 
another. We’re not just to honour each other, but as one translation says, 
we should “outdo one another in showing honour.” 

I love that. It’s a beautiful, and counter-cultural image. It’s counter to the 
social media culture of  striving to outdo one another in receiving 
honour. It’s counter to the very Aussie culture of  outdoing each other in 
putting others down and paying each other out. And it’s counter to the 
culture of  aloofness from each others’ lives, where we just carry on 
doing our own thing, seeking honour for ourselves. 

Instead, a gospel culture is marked by deep and sincere affection. An 
affection that flows from the fact that we are all together children in the 
family of  God. And in that sort of  community, “honour does not have 
to be sought: [for] all the honour that counts has already been given, or 
will be given, by God.” As one commentator says: 

[Paul turns upside down] the normal honour-quest: in loving one 
another, believers strive to take the lead not in claiming honour but in 
giving it…Because this is done in a reciprocal way, no one is left 
demeaned, but all are supported within a community where every 
member matters. 

Of  course, the beginning of  verse 8 reminds us that this love must be 
sincere. We’re not to flatter each other, or to puff  each other up. Instead 
we are to look for how the grace of  God is working in our brothers and 
sisters, and then lift them up, honouring them, when we see it. 
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As the gospel works in and through us, coming to church, or to home 
group, or youth group, should feel like stepping in from a desert to an 
oasis of  honour. Out there in the world there are so many ways we are 
measured and judged, and so many ways we can strive to be seen and 
known. But all those measurements and judgements dissolve as we see 
each other in the light of  Christ. In that light we are all one body and 
one family. Everyone is worthy of  our affection and our honour. And as 
we all give and receive, we will all be refreshed and nourished.  

The writer to the Hebrews gives a similar exhortation: 

And let us consider how we may spur one another on toward love and 
good deeds, not giving up meeting together, as some are in the habit 
of  doing, but encouraging one another… 

That’s interesting isn’t it. The opposite of  not meeting together is not 
merely meeting together. We do more than just show up. We encourage 
each other, we honour one another, in word and in deed we express our 
devotion to each other. And when we do, love and goodness will run 
wild in our church.  
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2. Zealous Service 
Let’s read on into verse 11: 

Love must be sincere. Hate what is, evil cling to what is good. Be 
devoted to one another in love. Honour one another above 
yourselves. Never be lacking in zeal, but keep your spiritual fervour, serving the 
Lord. 

Once again, zeal and fervour are hardly words of  balance and 
moderation. And once again, constant zeal and spiritual fervour are 
deeply counter-cultural. I think we live in a culture where apathy and 
ambivalence are far more appealing than zeal. It seems to me that most 
people happily reject the extreme of  Atheism and adopt the far more 
respectable agnosticism. Spiritual but not religious, captures the idea of  
believing in God, but just not being that into him. And it’s not just in 
spiritual matters. Don’t you find people who are really passionate about 
something just a little odd? This is how one writer describes our current 
cultural moment: 

There is little to admire and less to imitate in most of  the people who 
are prominent in our culture. We have celebrities but not saints. 
Famous entertainers amuse a nation of  bored insomniacs. Infamous 
criminals act out the aggressions of  timid conformists. Petulant and 
spoiled athletes play games vicariously for lazy and apathetic 
spectators. People, aimless and bored, amuse themselves with trivia 
and trash. Neither the adventure of  goodness, nor the pursuit of  
righteousness gets headlines. 

Ouch! I see far too much of  myself  in that paragraph to find it 
comfortable reading. For it seems to me that one of  the patterns of  this 
world that is the easiest for us to conform to, is not a whole-hearted 
pursuit of  wickedness, but a half-hearted pursuit of  goodness. It’s what 
ancient writers called acedia: a listless aimlessness that flows from a lack 
of  love for what is good and right and true. But we are not to conform 
to this pattern of  the world.  
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Rather, hating what is evil and clinging to what is good, we set out on 
the adventure of  goodness, and chase after righteousness with all we 
have. As the poet Dante wrote: 

Quick! Quick! 
Lest time be lost through insufficient love 
Where urge for good is keen, grace finds new green. 

As our timid love is kindled by the gospel, we will be strain forward to 
know more fully what God has already given us in the gospel. And as 
love for God burns within in us, the life of  the Spirit will bubble up out 
of  us. And by God’s grace we will see new life burst forth, and good 
things will run wild. 

And as we see at the end of  verse 10, what will run wild is service of  the 
Lord. Zeal and spiritual fervour are not a vague kind of  religious 
enthusiasm. No, it’s the love of  God boiling over in service of  him. It’s 
love for our neighbour boiling over in practical service of  the people 
around us. 

If  we conform to the pattern of  this world, we will slowly but surely 
relegate the Christian life to one good thing that we must balance with 
everything else we have to do. And it would be easy for me to do that 
now, simply calling you to commit more to church, to sign up for more 
rosters, to do more ministry. But if  we’re transformed by the renewing 
of  our mind, then our Christian life will be like a spring of  living water, 
welling up within us, and spilling over into all of  life. It will mean 
serving the Lord on a random Tuesday after school. It will mean serving 
the Lord in the way you speak to that difficult person at work. It will 
mean serving the Lord in how you use your computer when no one else 
is around. It will mean serving the Lord by speaking to people who are 
different to you at church or at youth group. It will mean that church is 
not another activity on a busy schedule, but instead a gospel culture of  
zealous service, as our hearts are moved by fervent love. 
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3. Joyful Perseverance 
That sort of  zeal and fervour isn’t exactly a recipe for a comfortable easy 
life, however. And so we continue into verse 12: 

Never be lacking in zeal, but keep your spiritual fervour, serving the 
Lord. Be joyful in hope, patient in affliction, faithful in prayer. 

This verse is a recognition that setting out on the adventure of  goodness  
will bring about all sorts of  challenges. And here again Paul’s 
exhortations are a counter-cultural rejection of  balance. For a balanced 
response to the possibility of  suffering would be something like: “Don’t 
get your hopes up, and avoid any serious affliction.” 

Content yourself  with the simple pleasures in life, and keep suffering at 
arm’s length. Why would you set out on the adventure of  goodness 
when you can keep yourself  interested “at home”, so to speak. Why 
look forward to the future in hope when you can stay present in the 
moment. Why risk suffering and loss when you can remain 
dispassionate, at ease, in balance. 

But here, Paul presses us towards two extremes in one of  those peculiar 
Christian paradoxes. On the one hand, he says, absolutely get your hopes 
up. In Romans 8:28 he reminded us: “we know that in all things God 
works for the good of  those who love him, who have been called 
according to his purpose.” That is no recipe for half-hearted hope, is it? 
That calls us to a sort of  irrepressibly buoyant hope that joyfully rises up 
within us, in everything. 

And it really means in everything. Because, on the other hand, Christian 
hope is not a naive rejection of  reality. As if  we close our eyes and shut 
our ears and ignore hardship, or avoid distress. No! We patiently bear up 
under affliction. We continue on the adventure of  goodness, even as we 
face its many challenges.  
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I know I’ve quoted this before, but it’s too good not to share again. 
Remember what Samwise Gamgee said to Frodo as they continued on 
their adventure to Mordor: 

“It's like the great stories, Mr. Frodo, the ones that really 
mattered. Full of  darkness and danger they were, and sometimes 
you didn't want to know the end because how could the end be 
happy? How could the world go back to the way it was when so 
much bad has happened? But in the end, it's only a passing thing 
this shadow, even darkness must pass. A new day will come, and 
when the sun shines, it'll shine out the clearer. I know now folks 
in those stories had lots of  chances of  turning back, only they 
didn't. They kept going because they were holding on to 
something. That there's some good in this world, Mr. Frodo, and 
it's worth fighting for.” 

That’s joyful hope, and patience in affliction. And that’s the Christian 
life: refusing to turn back because the light of  God’s love looms larger 
for us than the darkness. And somehow the light shines out all the 
brighter because of  the darkness.  

And once again the end of  the verse helps us to picture what this joyful 
perseverance looks like. Just as we see spiritual fervour in lives of  
zealous service, we see joyful hope and patience in affliction as we give 
ourselves to faithful, persevering prayer.  

It’s in prayer that we see the two extremes of  this verse come together. 
We pray with the joyful hope that God not only exists but that he is 
actually listening to us; that in Christ and by the Spirit our prayers are 
carried before our Father in heaven. And we pray because we need 
God’s help! Because life is filled with all manner of  affliction we 
patiently, but persistently, cry out to the Lord to strengthen us to 
persevere, and to produce in us the character of  Christ through our 
sufferings. And so a gospel culture will always be a culture of  prayer.  
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4. Generosity to All 
And as we read into verse 13, we see a gospel culture is also one of  
generosity. Paul says, 

Be joyful in hope, patient in affliction, faithful in prayer. Share with the 
Lord’s people who are in need. Practice hospitality. 

Because of  life’s afflictions our relationship with God will be marked by 
faithful prayer. And our relationships with each other will be marked by 
giving and hospitality. And again we see in these two instructions the 
way the gospel pushes us in multiple directions all at once.  

For the call to share with those who are in need is not primarily about 
sharing our material possessions. The idea of  sharing here is not about a 
financial transaction, but about fellowship. We’re called to enter into the 
various needs of  our brothers and sisters, to somehow take part in their 
suffering and so to support them in a whole range of  ways. Yes, 
sometimes those needs will be material, but often they will be spiritual or 
emotional or relational as well. And so the sort of  sharing that we really 
need isn’t like an airdrop of  supplies, as if  we can remain at a safe and 
comfortable distance. This sharing requires an intimate knowledge of  
need that can only come through an intimate sharing of  life within the 
family of  the church.  

Now, if  sharing is a matter of  entering into the needs of  others, 
hospitality moves in the other direction. Hospitality is about inviting others 
into our lives. That they might benefit from all the good things that God 
has given us by his grace. Just as the gospel makes us willing to enter 
into the suffering of  others, it also makes us willing to allow others to 
enter into the safety of  our homes and families and friendship groups 
and so on and so forth. And just like in the giving and receiving of  
honour, as we give and receive generosity, it will create a community 
where everyone’s needs are met. 
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Even more than that, however, we’re to show this wide-ranging 
generosity and hospitality to a whole range of  different people.  

This verse calls us to a special care of  those who belong to the family 
believers. And it calls us to look out for those beyond our church as well. 
When the New Testament speaks of  hospitality, it is a far cry from our 
idea of  dinner parties with our friends. Hospitality is more literally a love 
of  strangers, welcoming in outsiders that they might share in what we 
have. Again this is a far cry from balance. We move out and we welcome 
in. We love those we know and those we don’t.  
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An Unbalanced Gospel 
What I picture from this passage is a garden of  goodness running wild 
in the church. Affection and honour; zeal and fervour; joy and patience; 
generosity and hospitality running rampant. And as they do, they will 
also grow out and into every area of  our lives, as the fruit of  the gospel 
is seen in all we say and do. And as that fruit grows, and as we invite 
others into our fellowship, the culture of  balance we see out there in the 
world will look drab and dim, in comparison to the radiant beauty of  an 
unbalanced, gospel culture. 

But how on earth could we possibly pursue all of  this goodness. Even 
just writing this sermon I’ve felt a little overwhelmed and exhausted by 
all the different ways these verses challenge my insufficient love and my 
weak grip on goodness. How can we be devoted to each other without 
becoming discouraged? How can we bubble up with spiritual fervour 
but not end up burned out? How can we share generously without being 
totally spent? 

Well, we must go back to the beginning of  Romans 12 and remind 
ourselves that an unbalanced culture flows out of  the unbalanced gospel 
of  the mercy of  God. Paul said in verse 1, “Therefore I urge you, in view 
of  God’s mercy, to offer your bodies as living sacrifices.” And in view of  
God’s mercy, we can see this passage not as an overwhelming burden, 
but as an exciting invitation. For God himself  is already on the 
adventure of  goodness and he’s simply asking to come along for the 
ride.  

For God himself  showed his devotion to us in this: that while we were 
still sinners Christ died for us. And he has lavished us with the honour 
of  being his royal children.  
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God is never lacking in zeal; The perfect love of  the Father, Son and 
Spirit has been bubbling over for all eternity. God has a radiant, 
spreading glory that overflows in service of  the world, and ultimately in 
the sending of  his Son.  

And in the Lord Jesus we see joyful hope and patience in affliction to 
their fullest measure. 

And what generosity! That Jesus would enter into our need, taking on 
human flesh, taking upon himself  the suffering that our sin deserved for 
our salvation. And what hospitality! He welcomes us into his divine life 
and shares with us his strength. Not like an abstract force, but in a 
personal union with him. United with him, his Father becomes our 
Father, his Spirit becomes our Spirit, his Future becomes our Future.  

And the garden of  goodness grows that rich soil of  a real relationship 
with the living and powerful Christ. And as we tap our roots down 
deeper and deeper into gospel doctrine, this sort of  unbalanced gospel 
culture will spring forth in us and through us and among us. Because in 
the gospel we see that balance is merely the pattern of  this age. The 
pattern of  heaven is a complete rejection of  evil, and an exuberant love 
for all that is good. It’s darkness swallowed up by the light.  

Therefore, I urge you, brothers and sisters, in view of  God’s mercy, to 
offer your bodies as a living sacrifice, holy and pleasing to God—this 
is your true and proper worship. Do not conform to the pattern of  
this world, but be transformed by the renewing of  your mind.  
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