Epiphany III, 2019


Romans 12:16

“Aim for Perfection…live in Peace, and the God of Love and Peace will be with you”.     
2 Cor 13:11

+

These words, from St. Paul’s second letter to the church in Corinth come close to summarizing our study of the 12th chapter of the book of Romans. It tells us what God expects from us, and what we will receive if we attempt to follow his direction to us.

Today I want to mention five important things in this epistle.
Today’s reading begins “Be not wise in your own conceits”.  We are encouraged to live in harmony with one another, to never alter our Christian attitude to our friends; to beware of selfish ambition; to avoid those loftily tasks and to attend to the lowly day to day menial tasks which have less prestige. In doing this, we are taking care of the business of Christian living in our lives and avoiding all else.  In 2 Philippians, we are instructed to emulate Christ’s humility, to please God by: 

“Doing nothing…out of vain conceit, but in humility consider others
better than ourselves”.

This is not telling us that we are less important to God than other people but is saying that we should be humble servants to the Lord. We are all equal in God’s eyes. What it says to us is that we should always consider the impact on others when we make decisions that could also effect their lives. 

“Do not repay anyone evil for evil”
We have all been judged unfairly from time to time: by teachers, by co-workers, by friends, even by parents and spouses.  And it can be easy for us to store those hurt feelings away for another time, to hold them like ammunition, waiting for the perfect moment to get back at those people for what they did to us. But, just like my computer at home, We  -  have – limited – storage - space. And when we continue storing up additional “anger ammunition”, we are using up the space where before we kept our love and good memories for that person. Soon, in our minds, we have only feelings of anger and hate.
“If it be possible, as much as lieth in you, live peaceably with all men”.
This challenge kicks it up a notch.  Not only should we not react to perceived offences, but also, we’re told not to instigate trouble.  In the Gospel of St. Matthew 5:9, Jesus said:

“Blessed are the peacemakers, for they shall be called the children of God.”
Peacemaker.   I’d like to have that title.  Wouldn’t you?

Now we all know some people, for whatever reason, with whom we will never be able to get along.  Whether we call it a personality conflict, or we just choose to consider them disagreeable or obstinate, those people seem to be trying to make everyone’s life miserable.  Yes, God did make us in His image, but we are all different, given free will to either accept or deny God’s grace.  So this verse includes the phrase “as much as it lieth in you”. Other translations say, “As it depends on you”. We will not be able to get along with all people.  We can continually give and give to some, and they won’t accept it.  Some will turn their backs to us even though we have tried. But it is important for us to always try; to make that extra special and difficult effort to love those who hate us - because there is always the chance that we will gain insight into their lives. Gaining greater understanding of their personal plight in life will make us more sensitive and respectful to the diversity of life around us. Through that experience with a difficult person, we learn to become more loving, more giving Christians.  We learn to become better Christians in spite of the other person. Or perhaps the hearts of the other person will soften through our show of love for them, and they will be able to share their hurt with us.

But it’s important for us to truly understand this verse.  The key phrase are the words “if it be possible”. Or “to the best of our abilities”. We are not to be floor mats for anyone.  To be overly timid, to not stand up for ourselves and therefore get stepped on or abused is not what God intends for us.  As Christians, and therefore representatives of God’s word here on earth, it’s our duty to present as strong an example of Him and His works as possible. What this verse means is that we live peaceable, not being the reason for others to fight with us.  We should labor to preserve the peace, that it is not broken, and to repair the damage when it is broken.

The Lord knows that we cannot do what is impossible for us, and he would never set us up for failure.  That’s why we are to endeavor, to try, to give our best ability.  To honestly attempt to keep the peace and share the peace, acknowledging that we will not always be successful.  

We should continue to treat our enemy as a friend. When we do that we will give him a burning sense of shame, which could bring about his repentance; both to you, and most especially, to the Lord.  This is truly overcoming evil with good. We should always remember that the best way to get rid of an enemy is to turn him into a friend.

Shall we pray?

Lord Jesus Christ, give us the strength to live our lives as you command, that the troubles of our day-to-day existence shall not overshadow our life with you. Let us, truly trusting in thy defense, have the courage to give our lives completely over to your charge, that we may find life eternal through your word.  In Jesus Christ’s name we pray.  Amen.
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