WHEN GENUINE LOVE IS WRONGED
Romans 12:17‑21

A Christian business man finds himself under attack by an unjust competitor who is spreading some malicious lies ‑‑‑ what should he do? A Christian employee finds himself deeply resented by a fellow employee ‑‑‑ what should he do? A Christian neighbor finds that a neighbor has deliberately done him an injustice ‑‑‑ what should he do? A Christian wife has been mistreated by her husband ‑‑‑ what should she do? What is to be the response of a Christian to injustice and wrong‑doing, especially when it takes the form of enmity and animosity?

Paul gives a clear answer to all such persons in our text. If the Christian is possessed with genuine love, he will have the answer to his situation. Christian love will make the proper response.

Since it is very likely that each of us will encounter such a trying situation sooner or later, and for many of us sooner than we think, it is important that we understand what Christian love is supposed to do. Consider these things‑‑‑‑

WHEN GENUINE LOVE IS WRONGED, IT SEEKS PEACE
This is basic for the Christian is a "peacemaker". The Apostle states it like this, "Recompense to no man evil for evil. Provide things honest in the sight of all men. If it be possible, as much as lieth in you, live peaceably with all men". These three statements point to something that is very basic‑‑the Christian is committed to finding and maintaining a peaceful relationship with every human being on this globe.

"Recompense to no man evil for evil" introduces this whole section. To recompense is to seek to pay back. When someone gives in to you evil, something that is hurtful, something that is bad, you do not seek to repay him in like kind. You do not do unto others as they do unto you. We do not catch our clue for responding to situations from the actions of others, but from the character and actions of our God. At the human level, our first response always is to seek to treat others just like they treat us. We give back to people what they give to us. But genuine love is able to rise above this.

"Provide things honest in the sight of all men", is a basic part of this. This means that genuine love will seek to remove from the life anything that might be offensive to the fellowman. "Honest" is the Greek word for "beautiful". It will seek to set before him the things that he will consider to be beautiful. Obviously there are some limitations at this point. If the world considers that which is evil to be beautiful, the Christian cannot provide these things. However even most unbelievers have an inner sense of right, which they expect to see in the lives of others, even if they are not reproducing it in their own lives. They are offended by others when it is not found in their lives. This verse means that love will seek peace by trying to make the life as inoffensive as possible.

There is another thing implied here. Whenever you find animosity or enmity in another, you should search your own heart to find out if you have allowed some attitude or action into your life which has become the basis for the offense.
The basic commitment of the Christian is found in the next statement. "If it be possible, as much as lieth in you, live peaceably with all men." This verse has been often misinterpreted. Some have made it mean that there is a limit to Christian forbearance, that there is a time when it is permissible for the Christian to forsake his commitment to peace. Just the opposite is the true meaning. As long as it depends upon the Christian, there must always be peace. Even when others quarrel or oppose him, he will still respond in a way that will help bring about peaceful relations.

This is the way genuine love responds. Christian love desires and seeks peace always in all circumstances. It will be willing to forgive seventy times seven wrongs that peace may be maintained. It knows no limits in this direction. What about the persons with whom you have strained relationships? Has it been evident that you are committed to peace, or have you been repaying them with what they gave to you? Have you carefully checked to make sure that there is no cause of offense in you? Love will be careful to respond in this way!

WHEN GENUINE LOVE IS WRONGED, IT LEAVES WRATH TO GOD
To seek revenge is as natural as life itself to man. In our fallen state as sinners, revenge is our first thought whenever we are confronted by wrong. We are inclined to make the wrong doer pay dearly for his wrong against us. It is to this inclination that the Apostle speaks.

"Dearly beloved"‑‑‑with this tender word the Apostle seeks to prepare the reader for a hard word. "Avenge not yourselves." Evidently some Christians had been seeking revenge, but this calls upon them to stop all such actions. To avenge is to vindicate, to protect, to defend, to avenge one's self.

The alternative to such action is "but rather give place unto wrath." This statement lends itself to some confusion. The wrath under consideration is God's wrath. The original, text has a definite article before "wrath" which indicates that he is referring to "the wrath'' of God. Wrath is the word for anger, or punishment. Here the word stands for the punishment involved in making right the wrong that has been done. To support this approach, Paul quotes from the Old Testament, "Vengeance is mine; I will repay, saith the Lord." Whenever a man seeks to impose judgment on another person who has wronged him, he is usurping the place and authority of God. He is playing God's part in the affairs of men. Why God has reserved judgment to Himself is clear when you consider all of the factors. Who can know everything about the situation to know exactly what the proper punishment would be? Who can be absolutely certain where guilt lies in the conflict? Surely no one except God can be expected to have this knowledge and insight.

The Apostle Peter points to the manner in which our Lord responded to the wrongs done to Him as being our example in such cases. In writing to many who were encountering such experiences of unjust wrong, Peter said, "Christ also suffered for us, leaving us an example, that ye should follow his steps who did not sin, neither was guile found in his mouth: who, when he was reviled, reviled not again; when he suffered, he threatened not; but committed himself to him that judged righteously." ( I Peter 2:21‑23) This is the way love responds to wrong. It does not seek revenge, but rather commits the wrong into the hand of the God who judges righteously. It is a true sign of our faith in the sovereignty and righteousness of our God when we are willing for him to mete out whatever judgment may be required by the situation.

Have you secretly been seeking to get even with someone? Do you bear a grudge in your heart? Then you are attempting to play God. Leave all wrath in the hand of God. He is the only One qualified to be the judge of any man or any wrong.

WHEN GENUINE LOVE IS WRONGED, IT DOES GOOD
But love does not stop with just committing judgment into the hands of God, it takes a positive step. "Therefore if thine enemy hunger, feed him; if he thirst, give him drink; for in so doing thou shalt heap coals of fire on his head. Be not overcome of evil, but overcome evil with good." This statement includes another Old Testament quotation. The positive to be done is very practical. You are to look for some need in the life of the enemy, the one wronging you, and you are to meet that need. Paul just happens to mention physical needs, but the needs might take another form‑‑though the physical are in some ways the best. For the wrong he gives to you, you return good.

Two good things result from such a response on your part. First, by doing this you heap coals of fire upon his head. This is a proverbial way of saying that you bring about a sense of guilt in his heart for the wrong he has done. Surely hot coals placed on a man’s head would not be a very pleasant experience, nor is it a pleasant experience to undergo the agony of conscience involved in being confronted with someone you have wronged doing you a good turn. Whenever we return an evil for an evil, we relieve the conscience of the wrong‑doer. But whenever we return a good for the evil, we arouse his sense of right and wrong, his conscience. This makes us happy not because he is miserable, but because this can lead to his deliverance from a wrong approach to life. Since we love him, we are always concerned about what is best for him.

The second benefit of such action is suggested in the last verse. By returning good for evil, you overcome evil. The purpose involved in the evil is defeated. Actually when we respond in this way, God has a way of making the very evil done to us become a good and useful thing in our lives. This must be frustrating to the evil doer. If you set out to do me evil, and I respond in God's way, your purpose is frustrated because what you meant for evil then becomes my good.

However if I do not follow God's pattern of love response, then your purpose of doing me evil will be accomplished. Jesus demonstrated this in His own experience. Because of the manner in which He responded to the evil done to Him, the evil became the occasion of His exaltation and the redemption of the world.

Let us review for a moment. How does a Christian respond to wrong, evil, and injustice at the hand of his fellowman? First, he will always seek peace. He is a peacemaker by commitment. Second, he will hand over the whole question of revenge and judgment into the hand of God, the righteous Judge of all the earth. Third, he will seek practical ways to do something good for the person doing the wrong. If nothing else opens to him, he at least will begin to pray for the good and enrichment of his enemy, and will bless him instead of curse him.

The secret to such a response is genuine love. To the extent that we are filled with God's love, we will be able to respond to our situations in this manner.

