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Romans 12:9-21
Practical service

This passage seems at first like disconnected commands, but they aren’t. While discussing spiritual service
in the body of Christ in the beginning of Rom. 12, Paul turns to a number of different areas in 12:9-21 which are
(1) specific qualities required for Christian service and living, (2) things that should follow from our love and
service to God, from our lives as living sacrifices, and (3) diagonostics and indicators of the quality of our service.
These are general and applicable to all areas of service.  

In fact, they don’t refer to specific things we do in the church or how well we do them. Rather, they are general
indicators of the quality of our spiritual lives, our witness to others, and our relationships with believers and non-
believers.  This is because service is not just about particular things we do or functions we perform. It is an
attitude and a lifestyle.  Jesus talked about and demonstrated having a servant’s heart or attitude.  Likewise, we
are to have a servant heart and mindset toward everyone – toward fellow believers, and in our witness toward
non-believers. This passage presents some standards we should live up to as we live as servants of our Lord.

For each of the verses or topics in this passage, we should ask ourselves the following:

• How does this principle derive from the general principles of (1) spiritual service and (2) humility, as Paul
discussed in v1-8?

• How should this look like in practice in my life? 
• How well do we live up to this principle among fellow believers? 
• How well do we live up to this command with non-believers?
• How and why do we fail to do so? 

 Main point of this study:  How is my servanthood? How’s the quality of my witness?  How well do I treat
Christian brothers & sisters?

¿  Opening question(s): How would you describe a good vs. a bad servant? How about in terms of motives as
well as behavior?  As a Christian, do you think you are a faithful servant? 

 Romans 12:9-21

v09.  Love for whom? In what ways might our love be insincere? Can you tell if another believer is acting out of
phony or over-spiritual love?

What does it mean to have evil? Cling to good? How then do we treat sinful people? Is the church good
at loving sinners while hating evil? 
How do we avoid the extremes of judgmentalism and moral accommodation? 

v10. How do we practice this kind of brotherly love toward each other (meaning fellow believers)? 
(Trivia: What city’s name means ‘brotherly love’?)

v11. What is spiritual zeal (or ferver)?  How can zeal be bad?  What kind of zeal does Paul mean?
How do we stay spiritually on fire without burning out? If it is commanded here, how do we obey such a

command?  Why can’t we be effective servants without spiritual zeal or passion? How do we cultivate
it? 

v12. How can we have hope and patience in difficulty – or the Romans Paul was writing to, who suffered
different forms of persecution or being ostracized for their faith?
How faithful is your prayer life? Why?

v13. How can you obey this if you’re not good at sharing, showing hospitality, or being a “people person”? 
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v14. see below.

v15. This requires overcoming our selfishness to sympathize and empathize with others.  How can God use you
to support others by commiserating or sharing their joy?  
As Christians, what are proper ways of helping someone who is depressed, sad, discouraged, etc.?  What
things are not so helpful to a person in emotional distress? 

v16. Are you willing to associate with people who are different from you – socioeconomically, ethnically,
culturally, etc.?  Are there any barriers or subtle prejudices?  How about in the church at large? 

v14-21. The hard stuff...

1) Getting along. [v16, 18]
We’re commanded to live in harmony with others.  Have you ever known any pious or self-righteous religious

people who are hard to get along with? What’s it like?  How does it affect the witness of Christianity? Think of
some conflicts you’ve had with others recently.  (Be honest – I’m sure you’ve had conflicts, unless you avoid all
social interactions and live in a fantasy world )  What was the cause?

a. The other person was irrational and/or sinful.
b. You were irrational and/or sinful. 
c. You were being self-righteous, legalistic, or judgmental.
d. The other person is hostile toward your faith. 

According to this passage, your conflicts should be because of #a or #d, and never due to wrong attitudes or
behavior on your part, and if they are, you need to change and make amends.  Discuss some actual conflicts with
non-believers that you (or group members) have experienced, how well they were handled, how to handle them
properly, and the importance of it for your witness. 

2) Overcoming evil with good  [14, 17-21]
Okay, this part seems really hard. Yeah, Jesus can do it.  But how in the world can Paul expect us to act like

this, to “turn the other cheek”?  Frankly, from a natural point of view, to respond like this when people mistreat
us seems wimpy or irrational or super-spiritual. How can we possibly act like this?  

• What does Paul mean by doing what is right before all? [v17]  Why is that important, if our main concern
is to obey God? How do Christians excuse themselves from acting properly before others? How about
Christians who rationalize their conduct by self-righteously asserting that they “follow God’s law rather than
man’s law”? In what ways have we rationalized improper behavior in front of non-believers? How does that
affect one’s witness and spiritual effectiveness?  

• What does it mean to bless rather than curse someone? 
• What does it mean to wait on God’s vengeance? Doesn’t it seem really slow, or never coming at all? 
• What does the proverb in v20 mean?

• Explain the moral principle in v21 that sums up this paragraph. Why does God operate like this? Can you
give some real life examples where this has worked?

Again, think of some real life situations that you’ve known of in your experience, like when others mistreat you
or people you know for being a Christian, how the believer reacted, and how we can handle such situations. This
might include: parents reacting against our Christian beliefs; ridicule from friends, coworkers, or classmates for
our faith; outright persecution. 

Discussion.  Based on this passage, how well does your life measure up to the standards of servanthood that
Paul gives in this passage? 

Prayer and sharing. [15-20 min.]
Share prayer requests. Identify specific weaknesses in your life based on this passage, share, and pray about
them. 
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Notes.

v09. sincere = anhypokritos ‘sincere, genuine; without hypocrisy, insincerity or pretense’; cling to = kollaomai ‘unite
with, associate with, joint, stick to, hold on’.  Love can be insincere in many ways, for example:

• love that is conditional or arbitrary – e.g., not accepting a person who is very different from you
• love that is restricted to or preferentially shown to members of your group, clique, culture, race, class, etc.

–  showing cliquishness, favoritism (James 2:1-13), racial / cultural insensitivity, cliquishness
• duplicitous or arbitary love, e.g., being nice to people personally but gossiping about them or insulting them

behind their backs (James 3:9-12)
• not praying for and taking an active interest in the lives of others
• not providing practical help or encouragement to others when it is possible to do so (James 2:1-19)
• false or pretend love designed to use or manipulate people, e.g., to get what you want from them
• inappropriate means of sharing the gospel or arguing for your views, e.g., over-agressiveness
• not sharing the gospel

v10. brotherly love = philadelphia; show honor = more literally ‘outdo, lead the way’ (pro geomai) each other in
‘honor, respect, recognition (tim )

v11. zeal = spoud  ‘earnestness, diligence, zeal, eagerness, effort’; lacking = okn ros ‘lazy’; spiritual fervor = ze
/ zeontes ‘fervent, boiling, with zeal; serving = douleountes ‘serving as slaves’; as a participle here, it indicates
a logical connection with the preceding clause, e.g., “be fervent in serving / while serving / as you serve the
Lord”.  Throughout the New Testament, the term ‘servant’ literally means ‘slave’. 

v12. prayer = proseuche prayer in a general sense (as opposed to another Greek word for prayer in the sense of
requests); faithful = proskartere  ‘devote oneself to, continue in, keep close company with’

v13. share = koin ne  ‘share, take part in, participate; contribute, give a share; hospitality = philoxenia, literally ‘love
toward strangers’

v14. bless = euloge  ‘bestow a blessing upon, act graciously toward, ask God’s blessing upon; persecute = di k
‘persecute, chase, pursue’ (“cause lots of trouble for you” in modern terms) 

v16. low, of low position = tapeimos ‘humble, lowly, poor; downhearted, downcast; lacking confidence 

v17. be carefull...everybody = pronoe  ‘have in mind to do, try to do, take care of/to’, kalos ‘good, fitting, noble,
honest, honorable, right, etc., en pion ‘before, in the presence of, among’  pant n anthrop n ‘all people’.  This
includes proper conduct for everyone to see, for example, by avoiding the following: 

• justifying wrong behavior before others by saying that as a Christian it’s okay because you can do it and
be forgiven – misusing God’s grace

• justifying unethical or unlawful behavior because it’s supposedly for a good purpose – the ends justifies
the means (in ethics, this is called utilitarianism) – e.g., breaking the law to protest an injustice, stealing
Bibles from hotel rooms, etc.  

• misleading or inappropriate ways of witnessing, or forcing your views onto others
• legalism, judgmentalism, being self-righteous, being unloving, spiritual divisiveness, etc.
• morally comprimising lifestyle or hypocrisy
• unwise behavior in some grey areas (e.g., alcohol, TV viewing, etc.) that inadvertantly lead to a bad witness
• failing to stand up for what is right
• pretentiousness – pretenting to be better than you really are; projecting an overly spiritual but superficial

or insincere image to others; inconsistency in your spiritual life  

v19. give / leave = dote ‘allow, permit, yield, give’; room = topos ‘place, chance, opportunity’; Paul quotes a famous
promise from Deut. 32:35 here.

v20. A quote from Prov. 25:21-22.; interestingly, the expression ‘burning coals’ = anthrax (the Greek word for
charcoal) + puros (fire; origin of English words like ‘pyre’)

Paul continues his discussion of obedience and witness in Rom. 13 regarding submitting to secular authorities that
God has established, and in Rom. 14 regarding mature and immature believers in handling gray areas (cf. last
spring’s study in 1 Cor. 8). Rom. 15:1-13 presents a nice summary of the general thought of ch. 12-14, which is
particularly helpful for understanding the difficult commands he gives in 12:14-21.


