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‘A CULTURE OF MERCY’ 
ROMANS 12:14-21 

 
[St Mark’s Northbridge, Sunday February 27, 2022 – All Services] 

 
Introduction:  Mercy 
 
Mercy breeds mercy.  That’s today’s/tonight’s sermon in three words.  Remember them.  
And as we reflect on these verses from Romans 12 together this morning/evening, I 
want you to think about how those three words make sense of these verses.  Mercy 
breeds mercy. 
 
Of course, as we’ve already seen, Romans 12 is a chapter all about the things that 
mercy breeds.  In particular it’s about the way mercy breeds a culture of love and 
humble service.  Another way of saying this is that the gospel grows gospel culture.  You 
remember how the chapter starts:  ‘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.’  Paul is 
writing to encourage Christians not to think like the people of the world think but to think 
and live differently, in sacrificial surrender to the mercy of God in Christ- and not only as 
individuals but as a church community.  This is what we’ve unpacked over the past few 
weeks.  But in today’s/tonight’s passage we see that Paul also wants to think about how 
this life of sacrificial surrender shows itself in the world at large.  The question he’s 
answering is this.  As Christian people interact not just with each other, but with 
everyone around them, what does mercy breed?  And his answer is arresting, but utterly 
unsurprising.  Mercy breeds mercy. 
 
And I want to consider these verses with you this morning/evening by asking 5 
questions.  5 questions about who you know. 
 
1. Do you know someone who persecutes you? 
 
Question 1.  Do you know someone who persecutes you?  Are there people in your life 
who are dismissive of your Christian faith?  Or who say things that insult you because of 
your faith?  Or who insult the Scriptures, or Jesus himself?  Are there people who will 
perhaps even try to make your life difficult in some way because they resent your 
determination to follow Jesus and live by his words?  Just stop for a moment and think.  
Do you know someone who persecutes you? 
 
If so, then Paul wants you to think about how you can bless them- verse 14.  He doesn’t 
want you to curse them.  He doesn’t want you to insult them as they insult you.  He 
doesn’t even want you to simply endure their persecution.  He wants you to overcome 
evil with good- to actually do good to them.  To bless them in mercy.  Praying for those 
who persecute us is a good start.  But also speaking graciously and kindly even when 
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they don’t show us the same courtesy.  Taking time to listen to them carefully and really 
trying to understand why they think and feel the way they do.  Treating them with 
generosity at every opportunity.  Paul calls us to this because Jesus calls us to this.  
Jesus who said: 
 
‘Blessed are the meek for they will inherit the earth . . . Blessed are the merciful for they 
will be shown mercy . . . Blessed are the peacemakers for they will be called children of 
God . . . Blessed are those who are persecuted because of righteousness for theirs is 
the kingdom of heaven.’1 
 
2. Do you know someone who is rejoicing or mourning? 
 
Question 2.  Do you know someone who is rejoicing or mourning?  I’m sure you do.  I 
guess it’s possible some of us struggled to think of someone we know who is 
persecuting us.  But I’m sure no one could fail to think of someone they know who is 
joyful or sad. 
 
Well, Paul says, verse 15- rejoice with those who rejoice.  And mourn with those who 
mourn.  This is not just about making someone feel like we understand their emotions- 
this is actually sharing their feeling!  Paul invites us to genuinely enter in to the affections 
of the people around us. 
 
Now, of course, in many, many situations we won’t be able to understand exactly what 
another person’s feeling.  Our emotions will very rarely be a replica of what someone 
else feels.  But nevertheless it is possible to genuinely share something of the emotion 
that someone else is feeling.  And I think we do know how this works.  I hope you’ve 
experienced what it’s like to see the overflowing joy of someone you love and to find 
your own heart beginning to soar.  It’s wonderful!  And I also hope you’ve experienced 
what it’s like to see the overwhelming grief of someone you love and to feel tears welling 
up in your own eyes.  That too, in a different way, is a beautiful thing.  You may’ve even 
experienced how special it is to have someone rejoice with you or mourn with you and to 
know they have genuinely entered into your experience!  This is what Paul exhorts us to 
here. 
 
Now let’s assume for a moment that this exhortation is, in Paul’s mind, for the church.  
Let’s assume he’s thinking here chiefly about brotherly love2.  Well, even in that context, 
this is an incredibly challenging verse.  This verse alone, if our entire church were to 
take it seriously, would have a profound impact.  And who would not want to be a part of 
a church family like that?  Seriously!  It’s a breath-taking picture and you and I should 
plead with God to make our church more like this.  “God- grow us in the kind of love that 
means we really do share each other’s grief and joy.” 

 
1 Matthew 5:3-10 
2 In a similar passage in 1 Corinthians 12 (v.26) Paul clearly has the body of Christ on view. 
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But let’s consider for a moment that, having begun speaking about the world outside the 
church in verse 14, Paul’s still speaking about the world at this point!  If that’s the case, 
how much more challenging does this verse become?  We have a hard enough time 
pursuing a Christian community that’s marked by this kind of love, let alone loving 
outsiders with that kind of genuineness.  But I wonder if Paul isn’t suggesting exactly 
that- that we love even the unbelievers in our lives so much that we will share their joy 
and their tears. [Pause] That certainly gives me something to think about!  What about 
you? 
 
3. Do you know someone who is lowly? 
 
Question 3.  Do you know someone who is lowly? 
 
Of course, this question doesn’t reflect that Paul thinks there are people who are actually 
higher and lower.  He knows, as do we, that all people are made equally in the image of 
God.  But, nevertheless, we all know what he means here I think.  In our world some are 
considered to be higher and some are considered to be lower.  Some occupy positions 
or roles that we think highly of.  And some do not. 
 
And in verse 16 Paul is talking about the importance of us living harmoniously with 
others.  And he diagnoses the fact that harmony’s greatest enemy is pride.  He also 
speaks of it here as being ‘conceited’.  Paul’s point is that how we treat others will have 
an awful lot to do with how we think about ourselves3.  He also made that point back in 
verse 3 of this chapter when he was talking about relationships in the church- ‘do not 
think of yourself more highly than you ought’.  And the same principle is on view here.  
How we treat others will have an awful lot to do with how we think about ourselves. 
 
And if we think of ourselves as being above others, or above certain kind of 
conversations, or above certain acts of service, then our thoughts will prevent us from 
pursuing harmony and love.  And that realisation is crucial in knowing how to respond to 
this third question.  Do you know someone who is lowly?  Stop and think about that for a 
moment.  If so, Paul says, associate with them.  Take an interest in them.  Be kind to 
them.   
 
This might be the person who serves you in a shop.  It might be the cleaner at work.  It 
might be the beggar on the street.  It might be the person in your family no-one likes.  It 
might be a person who is socially awkward.  It might be someone with a disability.  It 
might be a person much younger than you who you wouldn’t normally talk to.  It might be 
someone much older who just sits in the corner with their head bowed. 
 

 
3 In the original Greek, the language of ‘thinking’ appears four times in verses 16-17. 
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One writer I was reading this week described the enthusiasm we often feel about people 
who impress us, or the enthusiasm we feel about meeting someone famous and then 
wanting to drop their name into conversations.  And this writer suggested that what Paul 
is calling us to here is to ‘transfer’ that enthusiasm to the ‘little people’ in our lives4.  I like 
that idea. 
 
At Youth Group on Friday night we were reading the start of Matthew 18 where Jesus 
talks about becoming like a child to enter the kingdom.  But we also heard him say that 
how we treat the ‘little ones’ is a litmus test of how well we’ve understood his kingdom.  
And Paul is saying the same thing here. 
 
4. Do you know someone who has harmed you? 
 
Question 4.  Do you know someone who has harmed you?  And all of a sudden you can 
feel the weight of that question can’t you?  Many of us will be able to quickly think of 
someone specific in answer to that question.  Some of us may be able to come up with a 
list of people.  And of course, the Bible has many things to say about the kind of justice 
that wrongdoers deserve, and about the kind of repentance that those who’ve harmed 
us should come to.  But here at the end of Romans 12 Paul’s not talking about that.  
Instead he’s talking about how we treat them.  And that, of course, is uncomfortable for 
us.  And embracing what Paul says to us here requires a lot of humility. 
 
What these verses acknowledge is that conflict is an unavoidable part of life.  But there 
are ways Christ’s people engage in conflict which will distinguish them from those who 
don’t know Jesus.  And that means, verse 17, not responding to evil with evil.  It means 
trying to do what is right and what others consider to be right.  And it means seeking 
peace.  As far as it depends on us.  Those few words of qualification in verse 18 there 
are incredibly important aren’t they?  I find them both realistic and relieving.  It’s 
comforting to know Paul understands that sometimes you can do everything in your 
power to seek peace and yet peace is not possible.  We can only do what’s in our power 
to do.  Sometimes the outcome is beyond our control.  But, he says, ‘as far as it 
depends on you’, live at peace.  With everyone5!  Not just those close to you.  Not just 
those you feel like being at peace with.  But everyone.  Paul’s encouragement is to leave 
no stone unturned in the pursuit of peaceful love- in every relationship you’re in.  Even 
with that person at school or at work who is utterly painful!  Even on social media!   
 
But Paul even goes further.  He says that when people harm us we must be careful not 
to take revenge.  And we must be thoughtful about how to do good to them.  Here he 
echoes what he said in verse 14 about blessing those who persecute you.  Once again 
this is about overcoming evil with good. Feed the hungry enemy.  Give the thirsty enemy 
something to drink.  It sounds a bit like turning the left cheek to the person who’s already 

 
4 David Seccombe, Dust to Destiny:  Reading Romans Today, p.225 
5 Notice the repetition of ‘everyone’ in verse 17 and verse 18. 
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slapped your right.  It sounds like giving the person who wants to take your shirt your 
coat as well.   
 
It’s surprising teaching isn’t it?  Because it cuts across the way the world normally works.  
And it cuts across our own instincts most of the time.  We might well ask what ever 
happened to an eye for an eye and a tooth for a tooth?  What happened, of course, is 
Jesus.  Jesus who spoke of turning the cheek and handing over your coat as well as 
your shirt.  Jesus who said we should love our enemies and pray for those who 
persecute us6. 
 
It’s not how people usually behave in a conflict is it?  This is not how people usually treat 
someone who has harmed them.  Usually, people react out of their anger, or frustration, 
or pain.  And this includes us doesn’t it.  Perhaps we say something hurtful back to the 
person who’s hurt us.  Perhaps we given them the silent treatment.  Perhaps we gossip 
about them or criticise them to others who are willing to listen- often in the name of 
debriefing or offloading.  Perhaps we start avoiding them.  Or excluding them from things 
we used to do with them.  These days there is even a kind of cultural movement that 
advocates for excising hurtful people from your life.  Here’s a Facebook meme I saw just 
the other day:  ‘Life is too short to wake up in the morning with regrets.  So, love the 
people who treat you right, and forget about the ones who don’t.’  This is the pattern of 
the world.  But the follower of Christ whose mind is being renewed thinks differently.  
Such a person does not think about how to eliminate that person’s negative influence 
from their life.  Rather they think about how to become a positive influence in theirs! 
 
How is this possible?  Well, our final question today will explore a very compelling 
answer to that question.  But there’s also something else Paul says here in these verses 
that’s profoundly helpful.  Because the apostle reminds us that part of what renews a 
person’s mind in Christ is a conviction about the perfect justice of God.  This is why he 
talks about leaving room for the wrath of God.  He talks about remembering that just 
vengeance is the work of God and it’s not ours.  And I think this might be what the 
second half of verse 20 is about as well. 
 
No doubt the reference to burning coals7 there says something about the way our 
enemy is shamed by our generous response.  But it may also be that this shame 
prefigures the shame a person will feel when they finally do meet the justice of God.  At 
one level the language here is the language of divine judgement, and I think it may have 
that dimension to it as well. 
 
You see, Christians know that one day Jesus will return to earth and bring all human 
history to its conclusion.  On that day there will be no injustice, no wrongs that are not 
righted, no rights that are not acknowledged- just the impeccable and unquestionable 

 
6 See Matthew 5:38-48. 
7 Literally ‘coals of fire’. 
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justice of our holy God.  And that is his right.  So, Paul says, we should leave what is 
rightly God’s up to him.  We should not step in and “play God” in this way.  And of 
course, we’re too sinful to do so.  Only God is pure enough to avenge with holiness.  
When we dish out vengeance what might be partially just is also shot through with 
selfishness, and bitterness, and deep impurity.  And that is why God asks us to leave it 
well alone.  Because we can’t actually do it.  We can’t bring holy justice.  But he can.  So 
we should leave it to him.  We should let God judge.   
 
Of course, Paul’s not saying here that there’s no place for Christians to care about 
justice.  He’s just saying there’s a difference between seeking justice and seeking 
revenge.  But it remains right and proper that Christians should seek repentance and 
justice in the here and now.  We should protect the vulnerable.  We should act to make 
people safe when they face danger.  We should choose safety for ourselves whenever 
we can.  We should speak up against corruption and violence and all kinds of evil.  We 
should rebuke those who are wrong.  There will even be times when we should fight for 
what is good and right.  But we will not take vengeance into our own hands.  And we will 
always seek to do good even to those we oppose.  We will show ourselves to be distinct 
from the world around us by the way we show love to those who don’t deserve it.  What 
do you call that?  You call it mercy.  And it might just be that it’s easier for us to 
distinguish ourselves from the world in this way than in any other! 
 
This is good8 running wild- not just in the church, but in the world.  This is light 
vanquishing the darkness.  This is goodness triumphing over evil.  This is the mercy of 
Christ’s people which announces to the world the mercy of Christ himself.   
 
 
5. Do you know someone who actually lives like this? 
 
Finally, question 5.  Do you know someone who actually lives like this?  That’s a fair 
question isn’t it?  Because this sounds to many of us like a very commendable but 
unreachable way of life.  It describes attitudes and choices that are so counter-cultural 
and so counter-intuitive that it seems almost absurd that we might expect someone to 
fulfil the vision these verses express!  Could someone actually live this life? 
 
Someone could, couldn’t they?  Someone did.  And does.  You do know someone who 
lives like this.  You know someone who lived like this superbly when he walked on the 
earth.  And that’s not just an interesting fact, is it?  Because the one who lived like this is 
actually able to help you and I do the same.  So as we finish this morning/evening, let 
me remind you of three ways we see these verses fulfilled by Jesus. 
 
Firstly he taught mercy.  As we’ve already seen today/tonight, the words and thoughts of 
these verses are familiar to us because they echo so clearly the words and thoughts of 

 
8 Verse 2, verse 9, and verse 21. 
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Jesus.  Especially in the Sermon on the Mount.  You could almost say, I think, that these 
verses in Romans 12 are Paul’s exposition of the Sermon on the Mount.  And that 
should not surprise us.  Paul taught us to live mercifully because Jesus taught us to live 
mercifully.  In so many ways, Jesus’ most famous sermon was a sermon on that theme.  
And of course, that sermon was designed to be a roadmap for the lives of Jesus’ 
disciples.  But, as we discover as we read the rest of the gospel story, the Sermon on 
the Mount was also a prophecy about the life of Jesus! 
 
And so, secondly, he embodied mercy. 
 
Who has ever wanted good for his persecutors more than Jesus?  Who has ever 
entered more genuinely into the joy and weeping of others than Jesus- Jesus who left 
heaven for our world of happiness and tears, Jesus who did celebrated weddings with 
his friends and cried at the grave of Lazarus.  Who has treated all people with the dignity 
of being made in God’s image like Jesus did?  Who ever shared their life with lowly 
people like the Jesus who ate with tax collectors and prostitutes?  And who ever heaped 
burning coals on the heads of his enemies like Jesus?  Who ever refused to repay evil 
with evil like he did?  Who entrusted himself to the One who judges justly like Jesus did- 
Jesus who committed no sin, in whose mouth was no deceit, who did not retaliate when 
they hurled their insults at him, who made no threats as he suffered9, who hung on that 
evil, evil cross and who bled and died.  Jesus who, as he suffered like no one has 
suffered before or since strained to lift his body and to fill his lungs with enough air that 
he might cry out “Father, forgive them- for they know not what they are doing?” 
 
I’ve wondered as I’ve read Romans 12 again recently whether there were people in that 
church at Rome who’d become Christians because though they had at one time 
persecuted Jesus he had showed mercy to them.  And it had changed their lives 
entirely.  And even if that wasn’t true of the recipients of the letter to the Romans, it was 
most certainly true of its author.  He had met Jesus in all his spectacular mercy.  And he 
was transformed.  As we too have been. 
 
And this is my third and final point.  Jesus not only taught mercy, and embodied mercy, 
but he has shown mercy to us.  And still does today.  Christians are people who have 
discovered that Jesus bore a colossal injustice- and he absorbed it- trusting God, for us.  
The great injustice of his suffering is that he was an innocent man dying for guilty 
people- guilty people like you and me.  And God in his faultless justice raised him up- 
vindicated him that he might offer his faultless mercy to all who will receive it.   
 
And let me just say at this point that if you’ve never received that mercy- you could.  He 
offers it to you freely.  You need only come to him. 
 

 
9 1 Peter 2:21-24 
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And when you do come to him, he not only liberates you from sin, but he enables you to 
live differently.  Because we’ve not only seen his mercy, but experienced it, we are 
transformed and made merciful.  Christ has overcome evil by his triumphant goodness.  
And we who are in him now have a share in his capability.  Because of Christ’s mercy, 
we can be merciful.  We too can live the life described here.  So it’s not absurd that this 
might be Paul’s expectation.  In fact, given who Jesus is and what he’s done it’d be 
absurd if we lived any other way!   
 
In verse 19 here Paul addresses the Romans as ‘dear brothers’.  To be honest, that’s 
not a great translation.  The word is literally ‘beloved’.  And the reason that’s important is 
because the Romans were beloved to Paul only ever in a secondary sense.  First and 
foremost they were beloved to God.  And I suspect that’s especially what Paul wanted to 
remind them of in verse 19.  Treat others with love, he says, because you are loved.  
Beloved.  Remember the gospel, because it’s the gospel that grows good and beautiful 
gospel culture.  Keep God’s mercy in view because then you will learn to be merciful.  
You will know the power of Christ within you to help you like this.  Mercy breeds mercy.  
Mercy breeds mercy. 
 
[Read 12:1a and 21] 
 
 


