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How Christians Behave 
Romans 12:9-13 

Part Two 
Abhor Evil—Cling to Good 

 
Let love be without hypocrisy. Abhor what is evil. Cling to what is good. 10 Be 
kindly affectionate to one another with brotherly love, in honor giving preference 
to one another; 11 not lagging in diligence, fervent in spirit, serving the Lord; 
12 rejoicing in hope, patient in tribulation, continuing steadfastly in prayer; 
13 distributing to the needs of the saints, given to hospitality (Romans 12:9-13). 
 
Introduction 
 
 In seminary I became friends with a group of students from the deep south.  
One young man was from so deep in the deep south that the other southerners 
placed him in his own southern category.  He was a good ol’ boy and generally 
brought a lot of horse sense into the discussion.  He was fond of agrarian or 
countrified observations to make his point.   
 I’m generally not a big fan of people who tell us we should be more like the 
animals.  There is a lot of cherry-picking with that method.  We don’t say that of the 
black widow (at least we shouldn’t) or of the variety of animals which have been 
known to consume their young.  Yet the Scriptures do use the behavior of animals to 
instruct or even shame us—“God to the ant, you sluggard! Consider her ways and 

be wise” (Proverbs 6:6) comes to mind so my southern friend was certainly playing 
within the rules. 
 One observation he was fond of making was how the animals are so much 
smarter than people when a potential threat comes close.  “In the woods” he would 
explain “when there is a strange sound or some peculiar intruder or event they high-
tail it out of there right away.  But people” he would opine “want to see what it is.  
They’ll walk right into the middle of the fire or the edge of the cliff or the middle of 
the wolf pack.”  He thought we should be more like Joseph and flee, leaving our 
garment in the tempter’s hand if necessary (Genesis 39:13). 

 
Flee also youthful lusts; but pursue righteousness, faith, love, peace 
with those who call on the Lord out of a pure heart (2 Timothy 2:22). 
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Review 
 

We are at a place in Romans where the Apostle Paul is challenging us to live in 
light of the “mercies of God”.  Having spent eleven chapters explaining the grace 
and faithfulness of God—having saved us not by works but by grace alone through 
faith alone—we are now informed of our “reasonable service” is to be a “living 

sacrifice” (Romans 12:1).  There is a transformation by the “renewing of the mind” 

(Romans 12:2) which we must pursue and we are now in the chapters which explain 
in detail what that looks like.  

We are not to think too highly of ourselves (Romans 12:3).  We are to 
understand the unity of the body of Christ (Romans 12:4, 5).  We are to exercise our 
God-given gifts for the edification of one another (Romans 12:6-8).  We are now in a 
short series entitled How Christians Behave.   

Last time we discussed what it means to love without hypocrisy—this does 
not mean we love perfectly or even have a feeling of contentment in our love.  A 
godly love may very much be at odds with our passions—so much so that it might 
feel phony.  But being phony or hypocritical does not mean I have a conflict with my 
convictions and feelings.  Being hypocritical means my convictions are not 
convictions at all but a mere show for the benefit of others.  And depending on how 
good of a show you put on, this can be very difficult for others to detect. 

The Apostle continues: 
 
Abhor what is evil. Cling to what is good (Romans 12:9). 
 
 Many commentators are of the opinion that the numerous exhortations in the 
passage (kindly affection, giving preference to others, patience, etc.) all speak back to 
what it means to love without hypocrisy.  That is to say that a love that is not a 
feigned love will include a certain stance toward that which is evil.  So a true, fully 
orbed pursuit of godly love will include things that might make it difficult to remain 
popular with your friends—especially this particular phrase “Abhor what is evil.” 
 
Abhor 
 
 What does it mean to abhor something?  Some dictionaries will define abhor as 
hatred—as if the words are entirely synonymous.  This has led to a bit of a 
controversy within our own denomination since we have chosen to use the word in 
our membership vows to describe our state of mind when it comes to our self-
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evaluation before the glory of God.  Potential members are asked if they confess that 
because of their sinfulness, they “abhor and humble themselves before God.”   

Some have argued that this promotes an unhealthy self-loathing.  There is 
indeed something to be said against courting an attitude of self-hatred.  God desires 
we know we are “fearfully and wonderfully made” (Psalm 139:14) in the “image of 

God” (Genesis 1:27).  This has prompted some to seek other language in order to 
avoid the misunderstanding.  A non-denominational church recently asked my 
opinion on membership vows and they opted out of the use of the word abhor. 
 But I fear we lose something in our efforts to be overly careful.  Abhor carries 
great significance if properly understood.  Strictly speaking it doesn’t mean to 
hate—they’re not exact synonyms.  Abhor apostygeo has been defined “to have 
horror of” or “to shudder with horror.”  Think of the word itself: ab, meaning 
“away” and horrere meaning to “shudder or bristle”.   

When Job had a personal encounter with God, it was the word (emas in the 
Hebrew) he chose to use to describe how he now viewed himself in light of that 
environment—the environment of seeing God.   
 

I have heard of You by the hearing of the ear, But now my eye sees You. 
6 Therefore I abhor myself, And repent in dust and ashes.” (Job 42:5, 6). 

 
 Although not the exact same word, the similar environment (of seeing God) 
yielded a similar response from Isaiah—“So I said, woe is me, for I am undone 
(nidmeti—to perish or a ruinous state—Isaiah 6:5). 

In short, abhor it is not so much synonymous with hatred as it is with being 
horrified.  In some contexts it might include hatred, but it should open a different 
door in our thinking. 

With that in mind, let’s go back to my southern friend and his use of the 
wisdom of the animals in the woods—if I might build upon his illustration.  It might 
be true that animals will generally run away when something appears amiss, but 
there are times when the animals will have an entirely different reaction. 

Many years ago I was staying in a little beach village, called Piha, in New 
Zealand.  In the water, not far from the shore, there was a hill about a hundred feet 
high that was shaped like a lion—they called it Lion Rock.  One day I thought I 
would climb it.  As I approached the top I noticed birds flying close to me.  I figured 
they would eventually be scared off but they weren’t.  They weren’t fleeing from me 
at all.  They were doing their best to frighten and they were doing a pretty good job 
(think of Alfred Hitchcock’s, The Birds).  As you might have guessed, they were 
protecting their nests.   
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Generally speaking, animals will run, but a bear will not run if its home is 
threatened.  Not even these birds would run (or fly away), but they were (if I may) 
horrified at what might happen to their chicks if they did nothing.  Wickedness is a 
predator, and we should be horrified at the damage it can cause. 

 
Do not be deceived: “Evil company corrupts good habits” (1 
Corinthians 15:33). 
 
Whoever walks with the wise becomes wise, but the companion of fools 
will suffer harm. 21 Disaster pursues sinners, but the righteous are 
rewarded with good (Proverbs 13:20-21). 

 
 T. R. Schreiner explains: 
 

True virtue is not passive about evil but has an intense revulsion of it. 
Evil is not tolerated but despised as that which is injurious and wicked. 
“Where there is love, evil is abhorred, not merely lamented, much less 
covered up, but hated”. Conversely, the righteous have a strong affinity 
for what is good, so that they seek it fervently and cling to it no matter 
what the cost.1 

 
 Or in the words of the Apostle Paul: 
 

And have no fellowship with the unfruitful works of darkness, but 
rather expose them (Ephesians 5:11). 

 
 It is not in vogue to court an us/them mentality.  But somewhere in our hearts 
we need to know (for the best interests of all involved) that it exists.  When Moses 
saw the people had become unrestrained in their wickedness, he did not hesitate to 
call them to pick a side—“Whoever is on the LORD’s side—come to me” (Exodus 
32:26)! 
 We shouldn’t think for a second that we’re loving our neighbor when we see 
them overtaken by evil and remain silent.  As Edmund Burke said: 
 

All that is necessary for the triumph of evil is that good men do 
nothing.  

 

                                                           
1 Schreiner, T. R. (1998). Romans (Vol. 6, p. 664). Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Books. 
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 One wonders if David had Nathan’s confrontation of him in mind when he 
wrote, 
 

Let a righteous man strike me—it is a kindness; let him rebuke me—it 
is oil for my head; let my head not refuse it (Psalm 141:5).  

 
 There seems to be a shortage of prophets2 in the land. 
 
Cling to Good 
 
 The brief phrase we are examining contains both a negative and positive 
admonition.  We are to abhor what is evil, recognizing the destructive and 
horrifying nature of it, but we are also to “cling to what is good.”  “cling” kollomenoi 
meaning to glue, to cement ourselves to that which is good.  I fear the obedience to 
this requires attributes that are rapidly vanishing.   

For one, yielding our hearts to this brief exhortation presupposes we know 
what “good” agatho actually is. 
 

Buy the truth, and do not sell it, Also wisdom and instruction and 
understanding (Proverbs 23:23). 

 
 This proverbs assume that truth, wisdom and understanding are not settled 
affairs in the human heart and mind.  They are to ever be chased and they can be 
lost.  It is a difficult, sometimes painful and lifelong pursuit, summed up in the 
words of the Psalmist: 
 

With my whole heart I have sought You; Oh, let me not wander from 
Your commandments! 11 Your word I have hidden in my heart, 
That I might not sin against You. 12 Blessed are You, O Lord! Teach me 
Your statutes. 13 With my lips I have declared All the judgments of Your 
mouth. 14 I have rejoiced in the way of Your testimonies, 
As much as in all riches. 15 I will meditate on Your precepts, 
And contemplate Your ways 16 I will delight myself in Your statutes; I 
will not forget Your word (Psalm 119:11-16). 

 
 Another requisite attribute is fortitude.  We must be resolute.  Like Jacob, we 
must be willing to wrestle “until the breaking of the day” (Genesis 32:24).  Years 

                                                           
2 By this I am not advocating modern day prophets but merely pointing out that very few people would do what Nathan did in his 
confrontation of the king. 
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ago I coached wrestling.  I was never a wrestler but learned enough to work out 
with the high-schoolers.  Even when coaching college volleyball, I would take the 
team into the wrestling room and knew enough to prevail.  One day while wrestling 
with these non-wrestlers I was starting in the down position and because of the few 
moves I knew, it was a matter of seconds before I could reverse them.   
 While on my hands and knees, waiting for my next victim I noticed the hand 
that gripped my arm was a little older and a little thicker.  It was the wrestling 
coach.  I was completely at his mercy.  I couldn’t move.  His grip alone ended the 
contest.  It is with the resolve of an Olympic wrestler that we are to know what is 
good and cling to it with all our hearts. 
 
Overcoming Evil  
 

In a very practical sense we might take a moment to ask what this looks like in 
real life—in practical application how do I abhor evil and cling to good?  How do I 
engage without appearing mean-spirited, self-righteous and even angry to the point 
of having a disorder?  There is a common accusation against Christians that they are 
merely picking a religion to accommodate their prejudicial inclinations.  This is 
fueled by a relatively insignificant minority of religious zealots who make the news 
by yelling and screaming and holding harsh posters. 

Later in this chapter Paul will bring these two ideas together—good and evil—
with the words: 
 

Do not be overcome by evil, but overcome evil with good (Romans 
12:21). 

 
 The greatest weapon against evil is goodness.  And though the sin by which I 
am surrounded and indwelt should be a source of abhorrence to me, I must be 
careful not to let it get the better of me.  Christians should make every effort to be 
the wisest and most loving person in the room.  We are to plead “by the meekness 
and gentleness of Christ” (2 Corinthians 10:1).   
 

For though we walk in the flesh, we do not war according to the flesh. 
4 For the weapons of our warfare are not carnal but mighty in God for 
pulling down strongholds, 5 casting down arguments and every high 
thing that exalts itself against the knowledge of God, bringing every 
thought into captivity to the obedience of Christ (2 Corinthians 10:3-5). 
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 We must never lose sight that we are seeking Christian behavior in light of the 
mercies of God.  It was because of Jesus’ hatred of sin and love of us that He became 
sin “that we might become the righteousness of God in Him” (2 Corinthians 5:21). 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Questions for Study 

 

1. Discuss the difference of how animals respond to danger versus humans.  
What are some of your own observations (pages 2, 3)? 

2. Define “abhor”.  How is it different than hatred?  Do you think it is an 
appropriate word to describe our self-appraisal before God?  Why or why not 
(pages 3, 4)? 

3. Why should we abhor evil (pages 4, 5)? 

4. Do you find it difficult to abhor evil in your current culture?  Give some 
examples of your struggles (pages 5, 6). 

5. What are some necessary attributes for clinging to what is good (pages 6, 7)? 

6. What is the best way to overcome evil?  Can you think of examples of how you 
can do this in your life (page 7)? 

 
 
 


