
Sermon for 9.3.17 “Overcoming Evil with Good” Faith Lutheran Church 

 

Text: Romans 12:9-21 

 

 Typically I like to preach on the gospel texts, and even today I’m drawn to that, except 

that there’s something in Roman’s that just seems so right for today. 

 This is about what genuine love looks like.  Paul gives examples of loving actions to 

people who are facing hardships in their lives.  It’s written to people living on the cusp of 

increasing persecution.  And in these circumstances Paul doesn’t just fling out general 

admonitions—“Be of good cheer,”  “Love one another”—he wants to show them, tell them, 

teach them what real love looks like, sounds like, and tastes like in their world at that moment. 

 And that’s the key for us too.  It’s something we need to keep in mind in our moment, in 

our now.  Paul says “Let love be genuine, hate what is evil, hold fast to what is good; love one 

another with mutual affection; outdo one another in showing honor. Do not lag in zeal, be ardent 

in spirit, serve the Lord.  Rejoice in hope, be patient in suffering, persevere in prayer. Contribute 

to the needs of the saints; extend hospitality to strangers.  Bless those who persecute you; bless 

and do not curse them. Rejoice with those who rejoice, weep with those who weep. Live in 

harmony with one another; do not be haughty, but associate with the lowly; do not claim to be 

wiser than you are. Do not repay anyone evil for evil, but take thought for what is noble in the 

sight of all.  If it is possible, so far as it depends on you, live peaceably with all. Beloved, never 

avenge yourselves, but leave room for the wrath of God; for it is written, "Vengeance is mine, I 

will repay, says the Lord." 

 By the way; I wrestle with the next bit.  Paul tells us that by treating our enemy well, it’s 

like heaping burning coals of fire on their heads, and I really think that—at that point—he’s 

dipping back into that vengeance motive he just told us to avoid.  I don’t know, maybe there’s a 

better spin you can put on it, but while I agree that what he’s saying about caring for our enemies 

meshes with Jesus call for how we’re to live and love; I think that motive just won’t fly. 

 Any way—apart from that—all this is great stuff.  We could take any of those elements 

and make a sermon out of them.  But they’re not what called out to me for today. For our 

moment—for this moment—what spoke to me was: “Do not be overcome by evil, but overcome 

evil with good.”   

 A good part of my job is listening to people—trying to hear their concerns—keeping up 

with the events and issues that are impacting them.  And right now what I’m hearing from a lot 

of people is about their anxiety—their fears—this dark pessimism that seems to have 

overshadowed us.  

 We see it in the news.  Lately the news cycles have been filled with a lot of negative 

stories and pessimistic forecasts.  And it has the impact of “graying” our days, setting us to walk 

on egg shells, and making us twitch in paranoid reaction to every slight change in our world. 

 We have the devastation wrought by Hurricane Harvey, and the repercussions of hate 

speech and prejudice in Charlottesville. And, we have inflamed words being bantered back and 

forth with North Korea; our relationship with Russia is on pins and needles. We’re unsure what’s 

going to happen next in Afghanistan.  Venezuela is apparently collapsing into dictatorship.  And 

we continue to choose to ignore climate issues that could have devastating consequences for our 

planet’s future... And all of this is just the stuff in the foreground...in the background there’s this 

constant chatter of violence and crime and conspiracies and economic concerns and urban 

problems and political intrigues that hums mercilessly in our ears.   

 Is there any doubt why so many people are “stressed out” right now?  Is anyone surprised 

to learn that young people are confused and desperate and feel betrayed by generations that have 

come before them?  Statistics show a sharp rise in teenage suicides... do we think that’s just a 

fluke, unconnected from these other issues? 
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 Some of the older folks tell me they’re worried that younger generations don’t have either 

the perspective or the moral anchor to hold the ship aright.  Sometimes they ask if I think these 

things we’re seeing are signs that the apocalypse is beginning—I don’t; but I get the fears.   

Young folks tell me they’re worried they’ll have to fight wars that could have been avoided, or 

that a nuclear war will be started on a kneejerk reaction to some relatively minor event, or that 

global warming will be denied so long that by the time their generation is in control there won’t 

be much they can do about it.  All of these are serious burdens to carry.  And I’ve been thinking 

that when you look around it just feels like evil is winning; like evil is overcoming us. 

 So how do we—as Christians—offer something like genuine love to those who are 

caught in the grasp of the real acts of evil and the real emotional stress of the potential evil in our 

times.  It’s all too easy to just say, “We’ll, pray about it, and trust God to make it all right.”  And 

I mean, sure, that’s a great start, but is that really it?  Is that all we have to offer?  

 I think not.  Paul calls those of us who follow Christ to stand up to evil, to actually take 

the fight to evil—not with violence or hatred but with good.  The words Paul gives us are gems:  

“Do not be overcome by evil, but overcome evil with good.”  That’s spot on.  

 Our first reaction to evil is to hide from it—circle our wagons, take a defensive stance, 

give up or give in—but that’s the very definition of being “overcome by evil.”  Another 

possibility is to strike back at evil through evil means of our own... but that’s capitulating to evil; 

ourselves... that’s just joining the forces of evil while wearing a different uniform. 

 I don’t think Paul’s suggesting we fight evil by throwing punches of our own; we don’t 

fight back “tit for tat” as it were.  We are to overcome evil through the good we offer.  We are to 

get ourselves so busy sharing love, doing good, scattering unmerited acts of mercy and random 

acts of kindness that the world will stand up and take note and see that there is nothing out there 

that can compete with the joy of love. 

 If our good becomes more like their evil, we’ve lost the day...  But when the good we 

offer remains truly good, humbly offered for the benefit of all, then the world can clearly see the 

difference.  And while we are about the business of doing good—in whatever situation we might 

find ourselves in, no matter how dark and dire it might seem—our focus remains above the fray, 

our goals remain on what God can and will do in and through us for the sake of our neighbors 

and the good of our world. 

 You know; I don’t think the only way of doing good in the face of evil is signing 

petitions, or standing up to the mechanisms of evil—although those are good things to do, and I 

thank God for those with the courage and vision to do so on our behalf.  But I think any good we 

do—whatever we do that is good, every act we do as a simply good thing—has its place.  

Whether we’re supporting families in need in Houston, or knitting blankets, or sharing a smile, 

or feeding the hungry, or yes, when the situation arises, screwing our courage to the sticking 

place and calling out the powers of hatred and standing up to racism and greed and oppression in 

our communities... all of those good things have their place in overcoming evil. 

 And that’s my hope: that we will be so busy—so intent—on doing the next good thing 

that we won’t have time for fear, for paranoid introspection, for building walls of hatred between 

ourselves and our would-be-enemies, but instead—bolstered by our complete faith in God’s 

power and ability to turn all things to the good—we’ll be building bridges of love, that defy evil; 

and perhaps those on the verge of joining the ranks of evil will see the power of good and turn to 

the light of God’s love and enter the good fight right alongside us. 

 May we be a part of the process of peace.  May we not be overcome by evil, may we 

never be deceived into seeing evil as good, may we never attempt to fight evil with evil, but may 

we choose to actively and wholeheartedly do good—real good, deep, intentional, powerful 
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good—to the glory of God and for the sake of our brothers and sisters, especially now but also 

forever more.  Amen. 


