
Letter to the Romans 
Study 20: A New Relationship to the World

As we’ve moved out of the apostle’s exposition (1-11) and into his exhortations 
(12-16), we must come to understand and embrace the fact that true Christianity 
is not simply a set of beliefs about God; it is a transformative response to the 
revelation of God and His gospel. Christianity is not simply theology explained 
and accepted; true Christianity is theology embraced and applied. 

After discussing our new relationship to God and our responsibilities to our 
brothers and sisters in the church, the apostle now moves into our new 
relationship to the world and our responsibilities to various aspects of the 
world. In this particular section of his letter, Paul addresses practical questions 
such as:

❖ What is the Christian's responsibility to those in the world who wrong 
them and mistreat them?

❖ What is the Christian’s responsibility to the state? If we are in submission 
to the rule and reign of Christ and citizens of His Kingdom that is not of 
this world then what is our responsibility to worldly leaders and 
governing authorities?

❖ What is the Christian’s responsibility to the rest of the world around him?
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And as we examine the apostle’s answers to these types of questions it would 
help us to remember the example set by the early church. The first Christians 
were regarded as people of ‘the Way’ on account of their unique way of living 
their lives in service to their God and one another (Acts 22:4). There was 
something very different and distinct about them that was plainly seen by the 
observing world around them.

Can we honestly say our way of life is different and distinct from the lives of 
those around us? As we begin to look at some more of the apostle’s practical 
examples of living as self-sacrifices, we must do the difficult work of examining 
our own lives to discern whether or not we are appropriately putting our 
theology into practice.

1. A Christian’s Relationship to His Enemies (12:17-21)

The exhortations in regard to our enemies is made clear through four negative 
decrees and their positive counterparts:

❖ Do not curse but bless those who mistreat you (v. 14).
❖ Do not repay evil but uphold your end of living at peace with everyone (v. 

17-18).
❖ Do not take revenge but do good and serve those who mistreat you (v. 19-20).
❖ Do not give in to wickedness but overcome evil with goodness (v. 21).  

Authentic Christianity is so counterintuitive. Those who take revenge are 
conquered by evil and those that extend forgiveness are conquerors of evil. 
Typically, the reason we seek revenge is because we feel like someone has 
forcefully gained control over us, and we hate that. Revenge and retaliation is 
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an effort to regain control that we feel like we’ve lost. However, there's another 
way to live. It’s the way Jesus chose to live and the way He calls us to live in His 
Sermon on the Mount.

When we turn the other cheek, we show the world we’re not defined by their 
insults. When we let people take our stuff, we show the world that our 
possessions don’t own us. When people force us to do things, we go above and 
beyond what they are asking us to do which shows the world that nobody 
forces us to do anything. When people beg us for things, we show the world 
that interruptions in life are just opportunities for us to bless others (Matthew 
5:38-42). This is the standard that Jesus asks of us, but this is the standard that 
Jesus Himself fulfilled for us.

Jesus was falsely arrested and mocked, Romans soldiers stripped His clothes off 
leaving Him naked in front of everyone, they spit on Him, slapped Him, beat 
Him, put a crown of thorns on Him to make fun of Him and yet Jesus said “No 
one takes my life from me, but I give it up on my own authority” (John 10:18). Jesus 
chose to hang on that cross.

At the very moment in Jesus’ life that it seemed He had lost all control, He was 
actually the One in complete control. Jesus wasn’t a doormat; He was an anvil. 
And as the hammer of evil kept pounding down on Him, He remained still and 
steady until at last, He shattered those forces of evil. The anvil almost always 
breaks the hammer.

So do we need to hammer back to overcome the forces of evil in our own lives? 
No. There is incredible power in a life that remains strong, still and steady in the 
midst of being pounded on. When the world mistreats you, let it go and let the 
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world know that no matter what it tries to do to you, it has no power over you. 
We should not be defined by what is done to us but rather what has been done 
for us through the suffering experienced and the example set by Jesus Christ 
Himself.

2. A Christian’s Relationship to the State (13:1-7)

In our relationship to the state, the apostle sums up our responsibility by 
declaring our submission to worldly authorities as submission to God’s 
authority who has established their rule in the first-place. He declares that 
governing authorities are “God’s servant for your good” (v. 4) However, it should 
be stated that in painting governing authorities in such a positive light, the 
apostle is stating the intended ideal and not necessarily the always experienced 
reality. He of all people can attest to the negative injustice that can occur under 
evil governing authorities. There may be situations and circumstances that call 
for resistance. However, we must resolve that we can’t simply resist a governing 
authority because we disagree with them or dislike them.

The general rule for the Christian’s submission to the state is that we submit all 
the way up to the point where continuing to submit would become 
disobedience to God. If a government is commending those who do evil and 
punishing those who do good or commanding what God forbids and 
forbidding what God commands then the requirement to submit is no longer 
reasonable. Peter and the apostles agree, “We must obey God rather than 
men.” (Acts 5:29) 
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There are several examples of resistance found throughout the Bible:

❖ Hebrew women refuse to kill their newborns as ordered by Pharaoh (Exodus 
1:17). 

❖ Shadrach, Meshach and Abednego refuse to obey the order to worship the 
image set up by King Nebuchadnezzar (Daniel 3).

❖ Daniel refuses to obey King Darius’ order that all citizens were to only pray to 
him for an entire month (Daniel 6). 

❖ The apostles refuse to obey the Sanhedrin’s order to cease preaching the 
gospel of Christ (Acts 4:18). 

We must carefully and cautiously discern when a governing authority has 
crossed the line from its role as a servant of God into the realm of being an 
instrument of Satan. The state’s role is to promote and reward good and punish 
and restrain evil. “For he is the servant of God, an avenger who carries out God's 
wrath on the wrongdoer” (v. 4). This is the ministry of government 
institutions and the authority given to them by God. Therefore we are to honor 
the authority given to the state out of our obedience to God and a clear 
conscience to do what’s right and honorable. 

"Christians who recognize that the state’s authority and ministry come from 
God, will do more than tolerate it as if it were a necessary evil. Conscientious 
Christian citizens will submit to its authority, honor its representatives, pay its 
taxes and pray for its welfare. They will also encourage the state to fulfill its 
God-appointed role and, in so far as they have opportunity, actively participate 
in its work.”1

   John Stott, The Message of Romans, (InterVarsity Press: 1994), 346-347.1
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3. A Christian’s Relationship to His Neighbor

In our relationship to our neighbor, the apostle declares that love for our 
neighbor will lead us into fulfilling our responsibilities towards our neighbor. 
This is a brief and very straight-forward application of a heart that’s truly been 
changed by the gospel. We ought to be so captivated and motivated by the love 
and mercy of God that we do not discriminate or dishonor anyone around 
us. Those who have been truly touched and amazed by God’s grace will 
radically transform into relentless givers of that same grace.

The apostle concludes with some further motivation for loving our neighbors 
and adhering to the Christian conduct that he has just set before us. He declares 
that the hour has come for us to ‘wake up’. The time to implement our faith is 
right now and not a moment later. We must feel the urgency to love others out 
of our understanding of how fragile and fleeting this life truly is. And then Paul 
encourages us to get dressed for action by ‘putting on the armor of light’ and 
‘putting on the Lord Jesus Christ’. Again, it’s a call to appropriately put our 
theology into practice. As living sacrifices we ought to be living a life 
contending for the gospel and doing so out of our deep love for Christ and our 
willing and joyful service to Him as Lord.
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