
Sermon 170: Romans 12:17: Blessed are the Peacemakers: Part two
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INTRODUCTION

‘Blessed are the peacemakers for they shall be called the sons of God.’  When we are the 
peacemakers we ought to be, out of the peace we have with God spreading peace by being 
at peace with all and sharing the gospel of peace; when we live lives that look like the grace
and mercy and holiness of our Father, the onlooker will call us sons and daughters of God.  
It is to this visible aspect of our witness that we turn next as we look at the second part of 
Romans 12:17, ‘but give thought to do what is honourable in the sight of all.’  There are a 
number of tensions that the Christian has to negotiate as they think about their lives as 
visible saints.  On the one hand we are not to do our good deeds before others, yet on the 
other we are to put our light on a lampstand.  We are called to silence the mouth of the 
unbeliever by our good deeds, and yet we will be slandered for those very deeds.  The good
life of a Christian serves many purposes; it vindicates the God who saved us putting on 
display His power to save sinners.  It manifests the holiness of God before the eyes of 
unbelievers.  It displays to the world humanity and community and religion as it ought to be
and acts like salt to make people thirsty.  But the same spotlight that illuminates darkness 
draws enemy fire from those who love the darkness.  And so our good deeds can play a 
prophetic role in convicting sin and in them being mocked and rejected God works out His 
judicial purposes in hardening hearts, while at the same time with those same deeds 
softening others.  Our lives are the aroma of life or death.  

In the early church loving our enemies and suffering with hope were encouraged as a 
necessary part of our witness and an apologetic for our faith.  For example look at 1 Peter 
2:12-13, ‘Beloved, I urge you as sojourners and exiles to abstain from the passions of the 
flesh, which wage war against your soul. 12 Keep your conduct among the Gentiles 
honorable, so that when they speak against you as evildoers, they may see your good deeds
and glorify God on the day of visitation.’  In Peter’s day there were many lies flying around 
about the Church, the Church was accused of cannibalism, for eating the Lord’s supper; 
they were accused of holding sexual orgies in their meetings; when they had to flee to the 
underground graveyards, the catacombs because of persecution they were accused of 
tampering with dead bodies; and because they saw Jesus and not Caesar as Lord they were 
seen as enemies of the state.  Ignorance and prejudice caused much harm to the cause of 
Christ, and Peter is urging his hearers to live lives that will silence the lies that were being 
spread around.  The need is no less great today as we see those in the name of Christianity 
promoting the prosperity gospel, being caught in sexual scandal, historically many churches 
have been part of war and crime, and add to that the perception that Christians are an 
enemy to human rights as we stand against homosexual marriage, abortion and euthanasia.
We will never win the publicity war, not as long as there is a devil, but we can by our good 
deeds bear witness to God’s saving work and witness to our neighbor.  We may never turn 
public opinion but we can reach in the individuals in our lives that we are among.  
    
As we open this aspect of the text we want to consider two aspects of our public witness.  
Firstly, we want to answer the matter of people rejecting the faith because Christians are 
hypocrites.  Secondly, we want to consider the prickly matter of doing what is right in the 
sight of all in a relativistic society.    



Hypocrisy

One of the first retorts you will hear when you preach the gospel is the hypocrisy argument. 
It goes something like this: ‘I would never become a Christian because there are too many 
hypocrites in the church.’  There are several responses that we must make to such an 
argument. 
 In the first place we cannot brush it off.  It is a serious thing that Christians let down the 
name of Christ.  It is a command of God that we shine our light that others might glorify 
Him.  It is a dysfunctional thing if the church is failing to display the glory of God by its good
deeds. 
 But in the second place we do have to highlight that this is a logical fallacy and a tactic of 
evasion.  When confronting someone with the truth of the bible, their sin and Jesus Christ 
as Saviour, they have not answered these basic questions by calling Christians hypocrites 
they have evaded the questions.  They have not proved that the bible is false, sin is non-
existent or Jesus is a mythical or inadequate Saviour, they have strayed from the point. 
 The third thing we must do is own it, it is often true that Christians deny the standards they
claim.  But there are some responses we can make on this point.  Firstly, it must be pointed 
out that when Christians do things in the name of Christ which are wrong, the most 
common example being the crusades, they are doing things contrary to the teaching of the 
bible.  The NT does not instruct the church to defend Jerusalem, and take up arms and put 
to death the infidel.  It can be pointed out that Islam does in fact teach this but Jesus does 
not.  Therefore the fault lies not with Christ and His teaching but His faulty followers.  We 
can point to the fact that the bible and many Christians likewise condemn such activity 
which the unbeliever knows to be wrong.  There are systems of accountability like church 
discipline that hold Christians to the standards of God’s word, and in healthy situations these
are applied.  Secondly, we need to stress that there are many people who are Christian in 
name but who are in fact only cultural Christians.  Perhaps they were baptised in a national 
church or were brought up in a ‘Christian’ country but this does not mean that they are 
Christians by a biblical definition.  In these instances the gloss that says that all major wars 
have been fought in the name of religion is a lie.  The bible does not promote and in fact 
condemns many of the driving motives in the history of war.  Thirdly, and most importantly 
we need to stress that the Christian message is not one of pretending that Christians are 
better than other people and are perfect.  I love it when anyone brings this particular 
argument because it is a wonderful opportunity to speak about the universality of sin, the 
nature of grace and how God saves a sinner.  In many ways it is an ideal opening for the 
gospel.  I would usually respond and say, you are right when you say there are hypocrites in
the church, because we are all hypocrites.  You can know that you are hypocrite just by 
examining your own life and seeing if you have done anything you vowed to yourself you 
would never do, or things you promised your parents you would never do.  The fact that 
you ended up doing them shows us that we are incurable sinners, that we cannot stop 
sinning, that as sinners we are in desperate need of a Saviour.  This is why Jesus is 
necessary.  We cannot save ourselves, we only pile up more sin that one day we are going 
to be judged for.  When we see our sin and turn to God for mercy, He forgives us, this 
means that He wipes out the full record of all of our sins.  But not only that He puts His 
Spirit within us to help us live a holier life.  The nature of holiness is not overnight perfection
but incremental growth.  I would point out that in the lives of many Christians that there are
many who have made real progress in their characters, but we do still fail along the way.  
We do not approve of these failures nor justify them, we confess them and pray to God to 
help us overcome them, and we go to church to get the help of others on the same road.  I 
would go so far as to say that the number one qualification to get into church and become a
Christian is you have to be a hypocrite, righteous people don’t need a Saviour only sinful 



people.  The church is not a place that protects sin, or encourages it, but rather it is a 
hospital that provides an environment for faster recovery.  I would then tell them that the 
gospel message is not to receive Christians but to receive Christ.  The gospels testify to 
Jesus Christ being a sinless Saviour who died for the forgiveness of our sins.  We have His 
disciples who lived with Him for three and half years day and night and they claimed He was
the unblemished Lamb of God.  The good news is that we have a perfect Saviour who 
makes a people for Himself out of sinners.  And one day He will perfect the work He has 
begun.  I would then add that an imperfect person can still tell the truth.  It is the message 
of salvation not the messenger that saves.  There is no claim that the church is full of 
perfected people.

But friends our greatest answer to the charge of hypocrisy is not going to be a verbal one it 
is going to be a life of integrity.  It may be that people will watch you for years before God 
uses the light of your good deeds.  There are many stories of those who hated Christianity 
because it was full of hypocrites, but who were subsequently converted by meeting one true
Christian who lived out their faith.  Here is the story of Jakob Kovac.  During World War 
Two, when Mussolini attacked the Partisans in Slovenia.  They were aided by 3000 
Yugoslavian priests called ‘the white guard’ who acted as guides, and who killed and 
tortured people in the name of the Lord.  They would say ‘in the name of the wounds of 
Christ the Partisan must die’, and many were tortured and killed by them because they were
suspected of being relatives to the partisans.  Here is a story of a faithful Christian who tried
to minister while these atrocities were being committed.
“Jakob had walked five kilometers to see old Cimerman and his family of nonbelievers.  He 
was not discouraged by Cimerman’s bitter arguments.  He railed on, “Do you not know that 
at Sveti Urh the prisoners who refuse the last sacrament of the Church are tied to a steel 
ring driven into a tree trunk and tortured?  Do you not know that every week in the woods 
on the hilltop where that Church stands another man or woman is shot, hanged or knifed in 
the name of the wounds of Christ?  Have you a head beneath that cap?.....
Cimerman continued, his words punctuated with gyrating hands.  “These men of the cloth 
tortured and killed my own nephew before my eyes!  Here before you is his widow—a child 
in the bloom of life with a babe in her arms!  I saw them torture her husband—saw him die 
in his own blood, then I watched the killers calmly genuflect before the main altar of the 
Church, cross themselves with holy water and a few moments later their forks scraped their 
plates as they ate supper in the parish house.  The old man was trembling, his face red and 
wet.  “And you speak to us of a God of love!  Fffff!”
“My heart suffers with your heart,” Jakob said.  Then he said, “Tell me Cimerman, if I put 
your coat on my back and I put my feet into your boots and I go into the streets and tell the
people that I am you, will I be Cimerman or will I be Kovac?”…. “But suppose I steal 
something from somebody and the people see only Cimerman’s coat and Cimerman’s boots 
eh?  And then the officials come to your door and they say, “Cimerman, you were seen 
stealing, you must pay the penalty.”  ….”But you tell them it was not I!  I have not left my 
chair.  It was not I!”....
“I do not believe in the name of your God,” the old man said in the quietness.
“Then tell me, Cimerman, what do you believe in?  Eh?  Tell me that.  Can Tito give you 
eternal life?  Can Mihailovic?  Pavelic?  Can a dead Mussolini?  Or can the king?  Can any of 
your heroes of the past?  Can you give me the name of any person that has put within your 
soul the peace of heaven?”
Cimerman winced uneasily.  “This talk is a worry to me”.
He stood to his feet and Jakob stood also.  He shook his hand, clasping it tightly.  “Are you 
agreed I pray for you?”
He visited men like Cimerman regularly and faithfully.  Without payment, he spent days 
helping families who needed help; he walked sometimes a day and a night to spend a few 



hours with just one family.  Every week for a year Jakob walked ten kilometers to 
Cimerman’s little cottage to see him and visit him and talk with him about the Lord Jesus 
Christ.  And then one clear winter morning Cimerman wagged his head back and forth, his 
white hair shining in the morning light, and he said, “Kovac, you have convinced me.  Your 
God is real.  Your God is God.  You wear the coat well.” (Chapian: Of Whom The World Was 
Not Worthy, 122-23)  And it was with this method that he was able to start seven new 
Churches in a war torn area where the name of Christ had been dragged through the mud. 

Morality

The next conflict we meet with as we consider being visible saints is the problem of defining
the good.  Paul says, ‘but give thought to do what is honorable in the sight of all.’  In Paul’s 
day when there was a greater agreement among the various civilizations about what good 
was, it would be easier to define goodness.  However, today we have to ask the question, 
‘whose definition of good?’  How do we live out a life of holiness that the unbeliever will 
approve of if the unbelieving world is divided against itself about what good is?  
Globalization has proven that we cannot simply find the common denominators and work 
from those.  
The bible brings an important perspective on this problem of defining good.  Paul is 
assuming a definition of good that is common to humanity, what some have called 
common/natural law.  God is unchanging in His moral character, and when He made 
mankind He regulated His relationship through law, His law is a reflection of His moral 
character.  The external law of God agrees with the law of God that has been written in 
every human heart.  We as human being have been made I God’s image, part of this is the 
moral aspect of our being.  From a biblical perspective the problem of defining good is not 
because something like the good does not exist and we all make our own morality.  No, 
instead the bible reveals that our hearts tend to suppress the truth about God and we reject
the truth of the law we know in our hearts is good.  In other words, there is a universal 
understanding of good that every human heart recognizes, even though in their sinfulness 
they suppress it and rally all sorts of arguments against it.  One writer gives the example of 
a professor who had an open marriage, this is the practice of living with your wife but both 
of you indulging in having other sexual encounters and relationships.  One day they fell 
pregnant, and they began to go to church.  It was revealed in conversation that as soon as 
a child was involved they recognized that the morality that they had been pursuing was 
inadequate for raising a child in.  They realized that the traditional morality of Christianity 
was better than the one they had been practicing.  In our hearts, even the unbeliever knows
what good is.  

So when Paul calls upon us give thought to do what is honorable in the sight of all, he is not
calling us to be a chameleon who changes their morality depending on who the crowd is.  
This is not calling us to be menpleasers, but rather God pleasers who recommend 
themselves to each man’s conscience.  This is Paul’s attitude in 2 Cor. 4:2, ‘But we have 
renounced disgraceful, underhanded ways. We refuse to practice cunning or to tamper with 
God's word, but by the open statement of the truth we would commend ourselves to 
everyone's conscience in the sight of God.’  It is not a selling of the truth but rather a 
demonstration of it trusting that each man’s conscience will recognise truth when it sees it.  
In 2 Cor. 4:3 Paul reminds us that convincing people is not finally a matter of mere intellect 
but a spiritual matter, ‘And even if our gospel is veiled, it is veiled only to those who are 
perishing. 4 In their case the god of this world has blinded the minds of the unbelievers, to 
keep them from seeing the light of the gospel of the glory of Christ, who is the image of 
God.’  The fact that people will not acknowledge the good and the true does not mean we 
should not make it known.  



Let me tell you of the story of Langdon Gilkey and Eric Liddell.1  He is best known as the 
Scotsman in Chariots of Fire, Gilkey went on to become a theologian.  The more important 
part of his life was as a missionary in China where he died in a concentration camp when 
the Japanese invaded China.  His story is told by Langdon Gilkey, who at the time was a 
liberal English teacher who too was put in the Shantung Compound.  The compound was 2 
½ acres and 2000 people were crammed into it.  Each person had to squeeze all their 
possessions into a 9 foot by 54 inch space.  20 toilets that didn’t flush served the 2000 
people.  Gilkey came to China with a liberal humanist perspective confident in man’s 
goodness and abilities, and saw religion as an optional extra.  One does not need God to be 
good.  Early on the activities of getting set up in the camp confirmed his confidence in man, 
each person brought their skills to bear to make life tolerable.  But over the next two years 
his confidence in secular humanism was dismantled.  Fighting and stealing were rife and 
nothing could stop the tide, and it was rife in all classes.  
One example that stood out for him was a dispute over space.  In one room eleven men 
shared a space, but another room of the same size had nine.  He thought surely the obvious
path for equality would present itself and the men would reasonably reach a good outcome. 
It was not to be, the nine threatened with beatings any who tried to come into their room.  
Gilkey’s worldview was thrown into conflict, reason was not enough to make a person act 
with goodness.  And in these conditions the feigned goodness of polite society was torn 
away.  Human beings guided towards the good with mere logic and force will was a belief 
that was being shown to be false in this setting.  A radical selfishness, what we know to be 
sin would undermine the common good and was an irresistible force that overturned his 
ideas.  He began to see the need for selflessness and God as the necessary means to that 
end.  When he knew that goodness was necessary as human beings we were not able to 
come up with it ourselves, he turned to God.

During his time in the compound he met Eric Liddell.   ‘According to Gilkey, Liddell was 
always helping, always giving of himself to make life easier for others, especially the 
children, who had nothing to do and who desperately needed adults to give them direction 
and a purpose in life. And it was Liddell, more than anyone else, who met their need. Here 
is Gilkey.
“It is rare indeed that a person has the good fortune to meet a saint, but [Eric Liddell] came
as close to it as anyone I have ever known. Often in an evening of that last year, I (headed 
for some pleasant rendezvous with my girlfriend) would pass the games room and peer in 
to see what the missionaries had going for the teenagers. As often as not, Eric would be 
bent over a chessboard or a model boat, or directing some sort of square dance – absorbed,
weary, and interested, pouring all of himself into this effort to capture the minds and 
imaginations of those penned-up youths…. In camp he was in his middle forties, lithe and 
springy of step and, above all, overflowing with good humour and love of life. He was aided 
by others, to be sure. But it was Eric’s enthusiasm and charm that carried the day with the 
whole effort.” [159]
Of the cold February after Eric died, Gilkey writes, “The entire camp, especially its youth, 
was stunned for days, so great was the vacuum that Eric’s death had left.” You might find 
that account, that scene even more encouraging if I read to you an account of Eric Liddell 
after his death confided privately to the journal of one of Liddell’s camp mates.
“February 24. Eric’s funeral today. He was not particularly clever, and not conspicuously 
able. But he was good. He was naturally reserved and tended to live in a world of his own, 
but he gave of himself unstintedly. He always shrank from revealing his deepest needs and 
distresses, so that while he bore the burdens of many, very few could help to bear his. He 

1 Keller, Making sense of God, p247-254.



wasn’t a great leader, or an inspired thinker, but he knew what he ought to do, and he did 
it. He was a true disciple of the Master…” [177]’2  He was called a son of God.  

What does all this mean for us?  Point to your Father in heaven by living out the grace He 
has poured out upon you.  In any and every situation do what God calls you to do and the 
light you shine will stand out against the backdrop of selfishness that pervades our society.  
Husbands love your wives, wives respect your husbands.  Children obey your parents.  Be 
honest at work, work hard and honestly.  Be wise with your money, be generous with your 
money.  Be friendly, serve your neighbour.  When you are slighted forgive and return evil 
with good.  Love your enemies.  When everyone else around you is running after their lusts,
deny yourself to serve another.  When you suffer, find your hope and joy in God.  Paul is 
not calling us to do what is honourable in the sight of all for entertainment purposes, but 
because God uses our lives to bear witness, to adorn the doctrine.  A hungry, hopeless and 
directionless world is watching you to see if you have food that satisfies, a hope that 
overcomes life’s miseries and the true path.  
                                            

2 http://www.faithtacoma.org/titus/2006-03-12-am, accessed 24/11/2017.  
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