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Ridgway, Romans 12, IBS, 14, Oct 1992 

"By the Mercies of God ... "-
Mercy and Peace in Romans 12 

ABSTRACT 
John K. Ridgway, SJ. 

In Romans 12 Paul employs three key terms which play prominent roles 
in his moral exhortations to the Roman Christian community comprised of 
Gentile and Jewish Christians. The terms are 'Utoc;/o'tK'ttpJl();("mercy") 
and Etpf!Vll ("peace"). Paul's appeal to "the mercies of God" in 12:1 arises 
from preceding discourses in the letter about mercy and peace in God's dealings 
with humankind. And Paul's admonitions in 12:1-2 concerning mercy and "spiri
tual" renewal serve as foundations for his prescriptions for acts of mercy and 
peaceable living in 12:8 and 12:18. In Paul's ethical exhortations for the Roman 
community, peace and mercy are intimately related. Merciful acts foster peaceful 
living, while peaceable conduct is to issue forth in merciful deeds. Such irenic 
and compassionate behavior is a concrete manifestation of Paul's appeal for 
"spiritual" worship, renewal of minds, and the pursuit of what is perfect based 
upon God's mercies in 12:1-2. 

Romans 12 presents the modern reader with questions about the 
significance of the terms 'Utoc;/o'tK'ttpJl();("mercy") and E\pf!Vll 
("peace") used there. In 12:1 Paul appeals to members of the Christian 
community in Rome in the name of "the mercies [o'tK'tl.JlPt'iJv] of God." To 
which "mercies of God" is Paul referring here? Then in verse 8 he encourages 
those who have the special charism for tAtt'iJv ("showing mercy") to do so 
with cheerfulness. Finally, in verse 18 Paul exhorts community members insofar 
as possible to "live peaceably [EtpllVEOOvt£~ with all." From these 
passages four questions emerge: Fil'St. what do "mercy" and "peace" mean when 
employed by Paul in the first-century Mediterranean world? Second, is there a 
demonstrable connection between "the mercies of God" in 12:1, "showing mercy" 
in 12:8, and God's mercy in the adjacent context of chapters 9-11? Third, what 
precisely is the relationship between "mercy" and "peace" in Romans 12? Lastly, 
is Paul's prescription for irenic living in 12:18 absolute or conditional? These 
questions have not received sufficient attention in modern scholarship. Much 
more remains to be done to explore the actual connection between "mercy" and 
"peace" in Romans 12, and in the entire NT. It is hoped that this essay will 
advance that project in a useful way. 

The foregoing questions are urgent because two issues are at stake. The 
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first is the unity and the honor of the Christian community in Rome according 
to the gospel which Paul proclaims to it (Rom 1:1-6, 9, 16). The second issue 
is one which has been of considerable import within the Judeo-Christian 
tradition, and indeed among humans throughout history: how to achieve 
compassionate and irenic relations among people. These issues are particularly 
germane to the church in Rome which at the time of Paul's writing consisted of 
Gentile Christians and Jewish Christians. It appears that tensions were high 
between these groups, especially regarding worship and eating practices (see 
Rom 14:1-15:12). Gentile Christians, who did not subscribe to the Mosaic law, 
displayed arrogance toward their Jewish counterparts and deprecated them for 
their adherence to the law and for the disobedience of the Jewish people in their 
relationship with God (Rom 11:1-32). Conversely, Jewish Christians impugned 
Gentile believers for advocating the law-free gospel. 

The thesis of this essay is that showing "mercy" and promoting "peace" 
are two interpenetrating facets of Paul's ethical teaching. They form two sides 
of the one coin of the apostle· s moral appeal. This thesis will be developed in 
three stages: (I) an overview of the meanings of "mercy" and "peace" in the NT, 
(ll) a survey of the links between Rom 12:1 and its surrounding context in the 
epistle, and (Ill) an examination of Rom 12:1-2, 8, and 18, with attention to the 
sociological factors within the fust-century Mediterranean world that impact an 
understanding of the letter. 

I 
Mercy and Peace in the NT 

To understand the significance of "mercy" and "peace" in Romans, it is 
helpful to begin with a brief examination of the meanings of these expressions 
in the NT. The closely related Greek terms o\mpJlt'>c; and tko<;! 
o\mpll6c; denotes "compassion, mercy, and pity." tko<; means "mercy 
and compassion." The derivative verbs of tko<; are ~ and t.Aem.o, 
meaning to be merciful or show kindness. Mercy denotes the divinely mandated 
attitude of Christians toward each other.2 It signifies loving kindness and 
sympathy which are to be exhibited in relationships, particularly by concrete 
deeds of assistance and relief to the needy (cf. Matt 9:13; Luke 10:37; Rom 
12:8). 

The Greek word E'tp'flvrl denotes peace and harmony. Its derivative 
verb E'tp'JlVEOOl signifies to live or be at peace, or to keep the peace. In the 
NT E'lpfiVIl has two primary meanings. 3 First, it refers to a condition of 
peace and rest, denoting a normal state of one's entire being and of all things in 
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the universe corresponding to the will of God (e.g., see 1 Cor 14:33). This 
divinely willed state includes Christians' well-being and their concord with God, 
one another, and all humans (Rom 5:1; Eph 4:1-3; Heb 12:14; Mark 9:50). 
Secondly, Eipf!Vll designates the final salvation of the whole person. In 
Luke, Zechariah proclaims this expected salvation in 1:76-79, and the angels' 
song in 2:14 refers to salvation which has come to the earth (cf. Heb 13:20).4 

Being justified by faith, believers have peace and reconciliation with God 
through Christ and will be granted salvation (Rom 5:1, 9-10; 2 Cor 5:16-19).5 

11 
The Links between Rom 12:1 and Its Context 

Having treated some of the meanings of fuoc;, o\1Ct1.pJl0<; and 
E'\pf!Vll in the NT, we turn now specifically to Romans. To understand 
properly the context of Paul's use of mercy in chapter 12, we shall examine 
some of the connections between 12:1 and what precedes and follows it in the 
epistle. 

The Links between 12:1 and Chapters 9-11 

In 12:1 Paul commences with "I exhort you therefore, brothers and 
sisters, by the mercies [ o\lCtl.pJlli>V] of God . . . . " In this clause the Greek 
particle ot>v ("therefore") links (a) what follows in verses 1-2, also in 12:3-21, 
with (b) what precedes 12:1.6 According to its usage here, the particle signifies 
that what is enunciated in what follows flows expressly from and is based upon 
what has preceded it, most directly in chapters 9-1 t_1 

Grammatically, the use of ot>v in 12:1 makes it logical to assert that 
o\1Ctl.pJl6N ("mercies") in the same verse refers back to antecedent material 
also dealing with God's mercy. The closest preceding referents are ~in 
11:32, 31, 30, and fuoc; in 11:31. In these verses Paul speaks about God's 
mercy relative to the disobedience of Gentiles and Jews. This discussion relates 
to the preceding discourse about God's mercy in chapter 9 which employs 
fuoc; in v 23; t.Artro in vv 18, 15; t.A£(tro in v 16; and o\Kt'lpro in 
v 15. EA£tro and o\Kt'lpro in 9:15 mark the first use of these tenns in 
Romans. Hence, it is reasonable to claim on grammatical and thematic grounds 
that ot>v and o\1Ct1.pJl6N in 12:1 refer back to the sections from 11:36 to 
9:15 which address God's plan of salvation and exercise ofmercy.8 Thus, 12:1-
2 serves as a fulcrum on which are balanced on one end that which precedes it 
directly in chapters 9-11--plus 5:1, 10-11--and on the other end that which 
follows it in 12:3-21. 
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A key text in which Paul speaks of justification and peace, and which 
provides a foundation for the upcoming discussion of mercy and peace in chapter 
12, is Rom 5:1, 10-11. So, we turn now to a brief examination of those verses. 

Peace and Mercy in Rom 5:1, 10-11 

Rom 5:1 contains two closely related Pauline expressions: 
&Koo.coetvt£<; ("Having been justified") and E\pftVflv ("peace"). The 
clause E\pftVflV txof.1£V 7tpO<; tbv 9£bv ("we have peace with 
God") in 5:1 expresses the theme of the section that those who have been justi
fied by faith and who thus stand rightly before God have peace with God 
"through our Lord Jesus Christ" (5:1).9 This idea parallels that of 5:10, "For if 
while we were enemies, we were reconciled to God through the death of his Son, 
much more surely, having been reconciled, will we be saved by his life." Here 
the verb "reconciled" (Kato.IJ..OOoco) means to put (someone) into a right 
relationship or into friendship with God. The association of the forensic terms 
"justification" and "reconciliation" in this context indicates here that by its very 
nature God's justification entails reconciliation. The reason is that between God 
and sinners there exists a personal relationship. Consequently, by having 
justified sinners who then stand in a right relationship with God, God also gave 
God's very self to them through Christ in friendship and intimacy. In this way 
God established peace with them in a manner consistent with divine love and 
mercy. As we shall see, this justification and peace become the foundations for 
Christians' exercise of mercy and peace in Romans 12. 

Having examined the connections between Rom 12:1-2; chapters 9-11; 
and 5:1, 10-11, we conclude Part II of this study by surveying briefly the 
relationship between Rom 12:1-2 and the exhortations following it in chapter 12. 
The purpose of this survey is twofold. First, it points out the connection between 
12:1-2 and what flows from it Secondly, it situates Paul's instructions about 
mercy and peace within the broader context of the ethical section of the chapter. 

The Link between Rom 12:1-2 and 12:3-21 

The assertion that 12:1-2 comprises an introductory link to the remainder 
of the chapter rests on the correlation between o\K'tlpJlli>v in 12:1-2, 
tAtci'>v ("showing mercy") in 12:8, and E\pfiVEOOVt£<; ("live 
peaceably") in 12:18.10 The particle ow and the o\K'tlpJlciJv in 12:1 
indicate that for Paul Christian ethics in ROOUIIls 12 arise as responses to the 
merciful actions of God depicted in chapters 9-11 and recapitulated in 12:1-2. 
In chapter 12 Paul exhorts a proper use of gifts in the community (vv 3-8), a 
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cultivation of love and zeal ( vv 9-13 ), and a fostering of reconciliation and peace 
toward all (vv 14-21). These prescriptions address the actual situation of Paul 
and the Roman church which was tom by tensions between its Gentile Christians 
and Jewish Christians. 11 

Ill 

An Examination of Rom 12:1-2, 8, 18 

Having completed an overview of tko<;, o\1mpf.l6; and 
E'lpflVTI in Romans, we begin now with an examination of Rom 12:1-2. It 
is crucial at the outset to point out that modem NT readers are separated from 
the world of Paul both temporally and culturally. We live nearly two millennia 
after him in a modern Western society radically different from that of 
Mediterranean people in the first century CE. Consequently, we have a 
fundamentally dissimilar world view from Paul's. To be aware of this fact is 
important for two reasons. First, it helps avoid a value-based bias by which we 
might project our modem Western perspectives and values onto the language and 
concepts of the NT. Second, an awareness of the social system in the world of 
Paul allows us to draw more accurate conclusions about the meanings he likely 
associated with such terms as "mercy" and "peace," which are different from our 
own. Hence, in the ensuing examination of Romans 12, pertinent facets of 
Mediterranean society will be treated. These include discussions about the social 
unit of the group, honor and shame, the nature of religion, the personalized 
character of life, and the place of emotions in human experience. 

In Rom 12:1, Paul describes Christian life using metaphors from the 
sacrificial cult. The infinitive 1ta.pao'tfi<Jm ("to present") is a technical, 
ritualistic term denoting "to offer" as an act of sacrifice (9udt.av).'2 That 
which is offered to God is 'tO. a<4J.a'ta -q_t(i)V ("your bodies"). CJt4la'ta 
here denotes whole persons who are summoned to lead holy lives in relation to 
God and others. 13 Offering "bodies" as a sacrifice means habitually 
surrendering one's entire self, understood socially, into the power and possession 
of God. 14 Paul's appeal in Rom 12: 1-2 is not concerned with individual 
spiritual development or a personal relationship with God. Rather, his 
exhortations are social: they presuppose relationships with others, either 
community members or outsiders. This appeal must be understood in the context 
of a biblical culture where (1) persons were socially embedded within and 
defined by the group(s) to which they belonged, and (2) religion was a social 
phenomenon. To comprehend more clearly these cultural traits and their impact 
on Romans 12, we turn now to a brief examination of each. 
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First, in the Mediterranean world, groups were based on kinship 
(family), ethnic affairs, politics, and power.15 Among these, kinship was the 
central institution of social organization: the kinship group was the nucleus of 
personal loyalty that exercised dominant influence over individual self-awareness 
and identity. Stability was grounded in the community, a unified body of 
persons sharing common interests, values, and activities. 16 Hence, the most 
basic unit of social analysis was not the individual, but the dyadic person who 
was constantly in relation with and attached to at least one other social unit. 17 

Individual consciousness was subdued relative to the predominance of social 
consciousness and group needs. Behavioral controls and morals derived not from 
individual conscience, but from the social situation. 

Second, Mediterranean religion, like other social phenomena, was 
embedded in kinship and/or politics.18 First and foremost, membership in a 
faith community was based not explicitly on religious relationships, but on 
antecedent bonds of kinship that gave structure to religious associations. 
Membership in religious groups was involuntary or voluntary. Involuntary 
members belonged to a religion because, for example, they were born into a 
particular family. Voluntary membership derived from deliberate choice and 
resulted in a fictive kinship group. The Christian community in Rome, 
consisting of both Jews and Gentiles, was of the latter type. Religion attempted 
to preserve the honor of the group(s) in which religion was embedded. 
"Conversion" arose from the influence of kinship (e.g., marriage, adoption, or 
group affiliation) and enhancement of honor. It did not derive from individual 
psychological decision-making or abstractions such as "truth" or "goodness." 
Awareness of the social nature of persons and religion helps one view Paul's 
exhortations in Rom 12:1-2 from a decidedly social perspective. It also aids in 
understanding that the apostle's admonitions there aim at promoting strong 
(honorable) community relations, religious practice, and social identity. 

Paul continues his line of thought in Rom 12:1 by asserting that the 
sacrifice (9uo\a.v) which believers are to offer is equally ~ooav ("living"), 
OC{tav ("holy"), and £i>(rp£<nov t4l 9£41 ("acceptable to God"). By 
surrendering their whole selves communally as "a living sacrifice," Christians 
experience a novel quality of community life. This quality may be interpreted 
as a "new life" bestowed by having been justified by faith (5:1), i.e., put into a 
new and right relationship with God. The adjective "living" suggests not merely 
that the sacrifice is not executed by the use of dead animals (cf. Heb 9:24-28; 
10:12). Rather, it implies that the sacrifiCe expresses itself in lived behavior and 
relationships consistent with Paul's ethical instructions which follow in 12:3-21. 
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A "living" sacrifice is equally "holy." "Holy" here means living a life 
consecrated to God by exhibiting the divine characteristics revealed to 
humans. 19 As we have seen and shall see below, such characteristics include 
mercy and peace. 

A living and holy sacrifice is equivalently "acceptable to God" (12: 1). 
This means it is one which God desires and will receive.20 With all its 
attributes, this sacrifice is Ao'Y\.Ktv ("of the reason, reasonable, spiritual") 
worship (v 1). Ao'Y\.Ktv here suggests that the ritual is not simply 
mechanical, carried out by means of external rites. Rather, it is a worship arising 
from the mind and spirit that expresses the depths of persons' whole, interior 
selves. For Paul, such continual worship is to become normative in human 
living. What is implied, and what will be shown further in the discussion of 
12:3-21, is that offering "your bodies" in worship necessarily involves practicing 
in social interactions the qualities associated with genuine sacrifice. 

Equally important elements of Paul's exhortation appear in 12:2: (a) 
Ko.\ 111'1 cruoxfliJ.<l'tt~tcr9t tcp a.\liM tomcp (verbal present 
imperative passive, "Stop allowing yourselves to be conformed to this world"), 
(b) 6AM 1J.Et<liJ.opcpoucr9t (present imperative passive, "but continue to 
let yourselves be transformed"), (c) t'lvaKmvc:ixm tot> vob<; ("by the 
renewal of your mind"), (d) "so that you may discern [001Cl1J.I'1l;m ] what is 
the will of God" (tb etAllfl<l tot> 9totl), (e) tb &:'(a.9t11/ Ko.\ 
E'(}(xptcrtov Ko.\ 'ttAEtov ("what is good and acceptable and perfect"). 
The present imperatives "stop allowing yourselves to be conformed" and 
"continue to let yourselves be transformed" mean that the former action which 
is happening is to cease, while the latter behavior which is already occurring is 
to continue indefmitely.21 What is to persist is the renewal of minds. In 
addition to meaning "mind," vouc; here denotes attitudes and ways of thinking 
as the entire mental and moral state of persons. These attitudes and state are to 
be transformed so that believers can discern and pursue God's will in a new way. 
Though Christians still live in the world, they are to know that by God's mercy 
they simultaneously live a new life. Thus, they must stop complying with the 
ways of the present age that is passing away. That the attributes "good and 
acceptable and perfect" in 12:2 issue from the preceding "will of God" indicates 
that to pursue these qualities of new life is to live in accordance with God's will. 

Paul's instructions about the need for renewed minds to discover, and 
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by implication to accomplish, the will of God and do what is "good and accept
able and perfect" are suitable for the community in Rome. 22 Because Gentile 
Christians there have been incorporated into God's people by God's mercy, their 
renewal of minds involves a new, respectful acceptance of Jewish traditions 
within Christianity. It also means honoring the rightful place of Jewish 
Christians in the Roman church according to the mercy and will of God. To 
resolve their discord with Jewish Christians constitutes a renewal of perspective 
by Gentile believers. Likewise, a corresponding acceptance of the Gentiles by 
Jewish Christians involves renewed attitudes on the part of the latter. This 
improvement of relations is a concrete example of both groups' viewing and 
behaving toward each other in a new light by which they are "living," "holy," 
and "acceptable" in nonconformity to the world. This manner of interacting, 
which stems from the fictive kinship of the Christian community, strengthens the 
group's sense of honor and identity over against the outside world. Such conduct 
is "good and acceptable and perfect" (12:2). 

To understand how such interactions contribute to group honor, it is 
important to consider the notions of honor and shame in the Mediterranean world 
of the first century CE. In this environment, concern for honor and shame was 
paramount. The reason was that honor determined social standing and was vital 
for social cooperation and interdependence. Honor was the public esteem 
accorded a person or group by others whose honor was indisputable.23 An 
individual's honor ordinarily depended upon the public esteem bestowed on one's 
group, which in turn depended upon the honor of the group's leader(s). Shame 
resulted from a lack or loss of honor. Shame was a defensive position to protect 
honor. People became shamed when they violated group mores or sought a 
social status from which public consent was withheld. 

Honor could be ascribed or acquired. It was ascribed, for example, by 
birth into an honorable family or by bestowal from distinguished persons of 
power. Honor was acquired by surpassing others in social interchanges of 
challenge and response, a kind of social game in which persons interacted 
according to accepted rules to win honor from others. Leland White offers this 
succinct summary: 

What is significant in both honor and shame is that public 
reputation, rather than an internal judgment of conscience, 
establishes one's sense of self-worth and that this publicly 
acknowledged worth is ascribed on the basis of one's 
associations TMre than it is individually earned. 24 
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Within the framework of honor and shame, commitment or belonging 
was a prime value.25 Attaining results in social encounters arose from 
appealing to another person's sense of obligation or loyalty to a group. Loyalty 
was fostered by such internalized sanctions as feelings of shame and disloyalty, 
or fear of disapproval. 

From this picture of the primacy of honor in the social milieu in which 
Paul was writing, it is easier to appreciate the importance of his admonitions in 
Rom 12:1-2 relative to the value of community cohesion and adherence to 
prescribed patterns of Christian conduct in accord with God's will. As will be 
seen, Paul's exhortations in 12: 1-2 about renewal and about acceptable behavior 
that strengthens community honor and identity can also be interpreted as being 
linked with the ethical commands the apostle issues in the next section of the 
epistle, Rom 12:3-21. 

Paul's Ethical Admonitions in Rom 12:3-21 

The instructions in 12:1-2 for Christians to present their "bodies," i.e., 
"themselves," as a living, holy, and acceptable sacrifice, and to be transformed 
so as to do what is good and perfect find concrete social expression in 12:3-
21.26 It is important to reiterate that Paul's ethics in 12:3-21 are by their very 
nature social and communal: their purpose is to foster strong group relations and 
identity. In verse 3 Paul's authoritative command is 'addressed emphatically 
1tavtt tq> Ovn t\1 'tlfl\.v ("to every one among you"). The conjunction 
y()p ("for") at the beginning of verse 3 expresses a connection between verses 
1-2 and 3-21. In other words, what Paul says in 12:3-21 is the logical develop
ment and concrete application of his thought in 12:1-2: authentic worship and 
renewal of minds are to find re~ponsible expression in actual Christian living. 

To emphasize this point, Paul employs a social metaphor, "the body of 
Christ" (vv 4-5; cf. 1 Corinthians 12; Eph 4:12), to describe the union of Chris
tians with each other and with Christ.27 In Rom 12:4-5, Paul declares that 
Roman Christians "though many, are one body in Christ" (o\ 1t0Uo\ tv 
al4J.a ... t\1 Xptatq>), "and individually members one of another" (Ot 
Ka9' £~ O)J,:ft'Arov ~'Jl). Here "one body" most probably designates the 
moral unity of the Christian community deriving from what God has effected for 
it in Christ. 28 The members of this body are to pursue what is good and perfect 
(Rom 12:2) for the community. Because they constitute "one body in Christ," 
Roman Christians are to reflect this in their group living. There is a connection 
in Paul's thought between what God has manifested toward believers--namely 
justification, mercy, and peace--and what Christians are to practice concretely in 
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their lives. Paul's placement of his statement that the Roman Christians 
comprise "one body in Christ" in the context of his preceding and following 
instructions in verses 3 and 6-21 suggests a positive relationship between these 
units. That Christians are one body in Christ is to be expressed in the attitudes 
and actions commanded in 12:3, 6-21 which exemplify such a body. The 
conduct Paul enjoins here derives from and contributes to the honor of the 
Christian "body." Paul recognizes the importance of honor in his exhortation: 
"outdo one another in showing honor" (Rom 12:10). Loyalty to the "body" 
means practicing loving, peaceful, and merciful attitudes and conduct toward 
others. By expressing their love for Christ and for one another in this way, 
community members bind themselves together and reinforce their identity as "one 
body in Christ." This metaphor is particularly meaningful in a society where 
publicly accorded honor and self-awareness arise from group associations rather 
than from individual worth or consciousness. 

Paul's Instructions in 12:3-8 

The unit 12:3-8 consists of specific ethical commands. In verses 6-8 
Paul lists seven xap\oJJ.ata ("gifts") of the Spirit to be exercised in the 
community by those endowed with the respective charisms.29 The seventh 
X~tO'Jl<X (v 8b) pertains to o tklbv tv \Aa.pCmttt ("the one 
[masculine] showing mercy in cheerfulness"). The exercise of such mercy is 
fitting for a community of both Gentile and Jewish Christians who need a 
reminder that reception of God's mercy entails a mandate that those specially 
designated are to practice mercy toward others. The one who "sbows mercy" in 
12:8 refers to the dyadic person(s) whose special function in the community is 
to care for the sick, aid the poor, and attend to the elderly and infirm in a 
cheerful manner. These practices of mercy by those specially gifted do not 
imply that others are exempted from this ministry within their means. Rather, 
Paul emphasizes the need for this gift by those distinctively designated as its 
ministers. 

For the Christian community in Rome, this mandate pertains especially 
to the mercy wbich the Gentiles are to exhibit toward the Jews.30 Appreciation 
of the importance of this mandate for Paul is heightened by an inquiry into the 
significance of emotions and the phenomenon of violence in first-century 
Mediterranean society. Nearly all significant aspects of Mediterranean life were 
personalized.31 Wbat was most important was not "objective" events, but the 
emotions aroused by those events. The cbief focus in communications was 
interactional. The purpose of communication was to sustain emotional bonds and 
preserve interpersonal and inter-group relations so as to bind group members 
together against out$iders and to bolster their sense of identity in order to survive 
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in an often antagonistic world. Such communication is reflected in Paul's 
exhortations in Rom 12:1-21 which are based more on emotion-laden thought 
than on pure intellectual categories. 

Moreover, in Mediterranean culture intense expressions of emotion 
through outbursts of temper, anger, aggression, and violence were socially 
acceptable.32 Such behavior tended to alternate between the extremes of self
control and paroxysms of aggression. This type of conduct was usually restricted 
to males who were expected to show their emotions (see Matt 2: 16; 9:36; 14: 14; 
21:15; Mark 1:41; 10:14; Luke 4:28). Hence males, who tended toward sadism 
and aggressiveness, willingly inflicted suffering on anyone, except other adult 
males in the same group(s), to attain their goals. Women were extolled, on the 
one hand, for their virtue of masochism in enduring violence and hostility; but 
on the other hand they exhibited an exaggerated sense of importance, particularly 
following marriage and the birth of a son. 

In light of this social milieu in which he was writing, Paul's call for 
merciful acts serves as a countermeasure to challenge and help reduce displays 
of aggressiveness and pugnacity that are antithetical to cheerful expressions of 
kindnesses, care for the sick and elderly, and aid to the poor. Conversion to 
Paul's ethical prescriptions leads to a new sense of group identity and honor no 
longer predicated on belligerence, sadism, and masochism but on acts of 
compassion and graciousness. In this respect, Paul's admonitions are particularly 
important for community leaders from whom the group derives much of its honor 
in the public eye. 

This compassionate conduct means putting into practice Paul's appeal 
in 12:1-2. Merciful behavior by community members (particularly Gentiles and 
Jews) is a twofold reality. First, it is a product of Christians' having been made 
into a holy, living, and acceptable sacrifice--one which God desires and accepts. 
Secondly, such conduct is evidence of a genuine renewal of minds resulting in 
transformed perceptions of and behavior toward others. Such perceptions and 
behavior exemplify "nonconformity" to former types of actions and "ways of the 
world" defined by discord, aggression, deleterious judgments, reprisals, and 
violence (Rom 1:18-3:20; 12:14-21; 14:13). These novel patterns of interaction 
reflect "the will of God, what is good and acceptable and perfect" (12:2). 

Paul's Exhortations in 12:14-21 

In 12:14-21 Paul continues his ethical commands, this time with regard 
to the exercise of harmony, reconciliation, and peace toward all, including one's 
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enemies.33 In verse 18 he exhorts, £\ owat6v tO t' ilt&v, J.f£t~ 
1tWtOJV av9p6Jrcrov E\pTIV£00vt£<; ("If possible, so far as it 
depends upon you, live peaceably with all" or "keep the peace," cf. Mark 9:50; 
Matt 5:9). This charge relates to (a) God's preceding conferral of peace and 
reconciliation in 5:1, 10-11, and (b) Paul's upcoming exhortations in 12:19-21. 
In addition to denoting putting people into friendship with God and thereby 
effecting peace between God and humans, the verb Kata.Uoooro ("to 
reconcile") in 5:10 also means to effect reconciliation among human beings 
themselves. This understanding of "to reconcile" and its resultant "peace" from 
5:1, 10-11 can be transferred to the situation in 12:18. Those whom God 
justified, reconciled, and brought into a relationship of peace (5:1, 10-11) are 
now enjoined to live out this state of peace and reconciliation within the 
community by positive, deliberate actions. Such interpretation of 12:18 
contributes to the understanding of peace as a divine gift to be actualized in 
concrete human living. 

What Paul specifically means by his charge to "live peaceably" in Rom 
12:18 can be determined further by composition analysis. Such analysis refers 
to studying the context in which this charge is placed in 12:9-21 in order to 
illuminate its meaning. In this context, to "live peaceably" has to do with loving 
one another with affection and honor (vv 9-10); being patient in suffering, 
constant in prayer, and hospitable (vv 12-13); blessing one's persecutors, 
rejoicing with those who rejoice, weeping with those who weep, living in 
harmony, and associating with the lowly (vv 14-16); refraining from retaliation 
and vengeance (vv 17, 19); giving food and drink to enemies (v 20); and 
overcoming evil with good (v 21). These actions constitute dimensions of 
peaceful living. 

The Issue of Possible Concessional Language in 12:18 

The meaning in verse 18 of the qualifier £\ owatOv tO ~ 
ill&v ("If possible, so far as it depends upon you" or "for your part") requires 
inspection. Such inspection shows that this clause does not diminish the essential 
vigor of Paul's exhortation to peaceable living. The argument is threefold. First, 
Paul's only other use of £\ owatOv is in Gal 4:15, llaptup(i) y()p 
U!lfV c:ftt £( Ouvatdv to'\tc; dcp9aA!lOU'<; U!loSV 
~op'<X;avtec; t&fiKat£ !lOt ("For I bear you witness that, if possible, 
you would have plucked out your eyes and given them to me"). £\ owatOv 
is the sole qualifier here; it is not followed by another concessive utterance as in 
Rom 12:18. In Galatians the conditional clause emphasizes the unfeasibility of 
hyperbolic behavior which clearly is not expected literally. Hence, the qualifying 
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language in Gal 4:15 is employed differently than in Rom 12:18 and cannot 
properly be interpreted in Romans as diminishing the force of Paul's exhortations 
about realistic conduct that is literally enjoined. 

Secondly, when Paul uses the verb E'tpTJVeOOl ("to live peaceably") 
or the noun E'tpf!VTJ in other exhortatory contexts, no qualifier appears (see 
2 Cor 13:11; 1 Thess 5:13; Rom 14:19; Eph 4:3; 6:15; Col 3:15; 2 Tim 2:22). 
This fact indicates that in these instances Paul commands Christians to peaceful 
living unconditionally. The absence of disclaimers suggests a consistent pattern 
of instructions for peaceful conduct. 

Thirdly, the injunctions in Rom 12:9-21 surrounding the qualifier in 
verse 18 betray a similar unconditional vigor: 1't (XymtTt W'U1tCncpt'toc; 
("Let love be genuine," v 9a), <'moo'tu~t>V'tec; 'tb 1tOVTJp6v 
("hate/abhor what is evil," v 9b}, KoA.A.~vot 't~ aya.e~ ("hold fast to 
what is good," v 9c), Tfl 07tOU01l J..lfl OlCVTJpd\ ("Do not flag in zeal," v 
11), J..lfl "{tvecr9e cjlp6V1.J..l.01. ("do not be conceited," v 16}, and J..lfl 
ta.mo"()c; bcOl.KOtlV'tec; ("do not avenge yourselves," v 19). In view 
of Paul's consistent patterns in these verses and in other Pauline literature 
relative to commands for peaceful living, it is reasonable to conclude that the 
injunction in 12:18 should be interpreted as essentially non-concessive. 

Rom 12:18, then, should be viewed as unqualified in what it expects on 
the part of Christian hearers: unconditional peaceful conduct toward all. The 
concessive clause, "If possible, so far as it depends upon you," may have been 
employed by the apostle in relation to what he perceived as a precarious and 
arduous situation: maintaining irenic behavior in a society that condoned 
contention and violence. In this view, the clause does not weaken Paul's 
command for peaceful conduct; such behavior is to be a distinguishing mark of 
Christians. Rather, the qualifier may be interpreted as reflecting Paul's 
realization that genuine peace requires conciliatory attitudes and behavior by both 
interacting parties.34 Christians can determine only their own conduct; they 
cannot dictate others'. If another party refuses to behave in a cooperative 
manner, one may have little or no control over this situation. In such a case 
fostering or keeping peace is, to a degree, conditional upon the behavior of the 
other person(s) and/or group. Hence, the purpose of the qualifier is not to 
diminish what is expected from believers. This interpretation is supported by 
Paul's strong exhortation in Rom 12:2 that Christians discern God's will and 
strive for what is "perfect." To pursue Christian perfection leaves no room for 
concessions! 
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The Correlation between Mercy and Peace 
in Rom 12:1-2. 8. and 18 

Paul's prescription for acts of mercy by those specially gifted for this 
ministry (12:8) can be viewed as related to his call for peaceable living in 12:18. 
Performing deeds of t.A.Eoc; and o\1rnp1J.6c; is one way of exercising 
E'tpf\VIl: showing mercy in the face of human needs both inside and outside 
the community promotes peaceful interactions. To care for the sick, assist the 
poor, and attend to the elderly can have irenic effects upon other group members 
in a variety of ways. First, the exercise and reception of such kindnesses can do 
much to foster between dyadic givers and receivers "honorable" relations 
characterized by greater charity, trust, and gratitude. These attributes help 
diminish the discord and stresses which may prevail between persons and groups. 
In turn, reduction of such tensions helps promote reconciliation and nurture 
relationships of greater concord and peace. 

Secondly, peaceful Christian living enjoined in 12:18 and in the context 
of 12:9-21 (see also the discussion below of 12:20) necessarily entails at least 
some quality of merciful conduct. Loving genuinely, extending hospitality, 
weeping with those who weep, associating with the lowly, feeding and giving 
drink to enemies, and promoting harmony and the well-being of others are 
qualities associated with living peaceably. These qualities closely parallel the 
displays of mercy called for in 12:8. 

Thirdly, compassionate and irenic conduct. especially by community 
leaders, can promote a sense of group identity and honor (see Rom 12: 10) based 
on values of greater charity, mercy, and peacefulness. Acts of mercy and peace 
(e.g., between Jewish Christians and Gentile Christians) can affect positively the 
feelings of others, thus solidifying amicable bonds within the community. 
Enhanced honor and cohesion can then motivate group members to behave in 
ways consistent with such honor. This dynamism can, in turn, promote more 
compassionate, irenic intra- and inter-group relations that give way less readily 
to discord and hostility, which are "ways of the world." 

To live with the foregoing kinds of transformed attitudes and behaviors 
characterized by mercy and peace is to realize tangibly the traits of authentic 
"spiritual" worship and renewal arising from God's mercies in 12:1-2. Such 
living in accord with God's will is "good and acceptable and perfect." 
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The Relationship between Mercy and Peace 
in 12:1-2, 8, 18 and 12:19-20 

The correlations between mercy and peace can be extended fmther by 
pointing out that "showing mercy" in 12:8 closely approximates the behavior 
Paul prescribes in 12:19-20 as a way of fostering toward enemies the quality of 
peaceable living required in 12:18.35 Employing verbal imperatives in verses 
19b and 20, Paul forbids revenge (19a), commanding that it be left to the wrath 
of God (19b). Then he decrees in verse 20, "'if your enemies are hungry, feed 
them; if they are thirsty, give them something to drink .... '" This part of verse 
20 intensifies what has preceded it in verses 14-19.36 Simply to abstain from 
inflicting harm upon another in return for harm done to oneself is insufficient. 
This constitutes inferior behavior (e.g., a reciprocity ethic) characteristic of 
periods in Jewish and Greco-Roman history.37 It is a way of the world. 
Rather, dyadic members of the Christian community are to behave positively and 
charitably toward those who have wronged them. Failure to act in this manner 
is an oblique form of retaliation, which Paul prohibits. To "feed" and "give 
something to drink" are ways of being kind and merciful toward enemies. 
Conversely, the sorts of merciful acts urged in 12:8 help promote the peaceable, 
non-retaliatory living enjoined in 12:18 and 19-20.38 In these contexts "showing 
mercy" fosters peaceable living, while irenic conduct is to issue forth in merciful 
deeds. 

Such compassionate and pacific behavior is especially decisive in a 
society where the soundness of the group is largely determined by its influence 
on surrounding groups and by the expectations of outsiders, in this case 
"enemies." Christians must be at least as good as the outsiders are; in this sense, 
externs dictate the norm for the group.39 To treat "enemies" with kindnesses 
shatters their customary expectations and aJ.lows for a new definition of "honor" 
in the Christian community based on the compassion and peacefulness enjoined 
by Paul as part of his announcement of the "gospel of God" (Rom 1:1). Peaceful 
conduct toward enemies, which whittles away divisions that separate members 
of the Christian community from adversarial "outsiders," counters one of the very 
functions of the group in Mediterranean society: binding group members together 
against externs. In this respect, what Paul advocates for the Roman Christians 
is truly revolutionary. It is a way to "overcome evil with good" (Rom 12:21). 

This irenic and merciful behavior is another instance of the realization 
of "spiritual" worship, renewal of minds, and pursuit of what is good and perfect 
in 12:1-2. Hatred and injustice, though allowed in some social-religious circles, 
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for example toward dependents in Roman antiquity or toward enemies among the 
Essenes, are not permitted to Christians.40 The lives of the latter are to reflect 
qualities of peace and mercy arising from renewed perceptions of "enemies" and 
from "spiritual" worship that is living, holy, and acceptable to God. Again, the 
complementarity between mercy and peace attains greater clarity. 

Paul's exhortations, particularly for peaceable living, summon Christians 
to new kinds of interactions in a culture where intense expressions of emotion, 
aggression, and violence were commonplace, particularly among males. In this 
respect, the apostle's function is that of a "'limit breaker"'41 leading people to 
new social roles and identities. Operationally speaking, Paul's commands for 
peace are a call for conversion away from outbursts of anger to more consistent 
self-control and gentleness (cf. Gal 5:23), away from pugnacity and sadism to 
harmony and forbearance, and away from the infliction of suffering in the pursuit 
of goals toward self-restraint and benevolence. According to Paul's standards, 
more merciful and irenic (hence more honorable) conduct by a husband means 
greater honor for his wife and children who have honor as his dependents.42 

Such attainment of honor from him in turn motivates them to interact in a more 
compassionate and less confrontational manner. Adherence to Paul's 
exhortations also means relief for women who were victims of injurious 
treatment by males. Similarly, implementation of Paul's ethical commands is 
especially important for Christian leaders upon whom the community depends in 
a significant way for its honor (or shame). Enhanced honor for the community 
deriving from the more merciful and irenic conduct of its leaders feasibly 
inspires comparable conduct by group members consonant with their "honorable" 
public image. 

Final Conclusion 

The conclusion of this essay is that showing tAt:<><; and 
dt1rnpJ.Ib; and promoting ffip1\V11 in Rom 12:1, 8, 18, and 20 are two 
interpenetrating facets of Paul's ethical teaching. Arising from the mercies of 
God revealed to Jews and Gentiles (Romans 9-11), Christians are to respond by 
surrendering themselves for "spiritual" worship that is living, holy, and 
acceptable (12:1). Believers are summoned to transformed ways of life 
characterized by nonconformity to the world, renewal of minds, and pursuit of 
what is good and perfect (12:2). These transformations imply renewed ways of 
perceiving and behaving toward others. Such new life arises from the prior 
revelation of God's justification, reconciliation, and peace (5:1, 10-11) which 
reflects the merciful character of God. 

Paul's co~ands for Christian living are expressed in 12:3-21. Among 
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his exhortations is a call for mercy and peace as essential features of "spiritual" 
worship, renewal of minds, and pursuit of what is perfect. Merciful acts (12:8; 
also 12:20) and peaceable living (12:18; also 12:20) are expressions of the unity 
of believers and Christ, and believers among themselves constituting "one body 
in Christ" (12:5). Toward those inside and outside the community, including 
enemies, deeds of mercy are ingredients for peaceful living. Likewise, peaceable 
living is to give rise to displays of mercy. 

Paul's ethical stipulations, particularly for peaceable living, summon 
Christians to new social roles predicated upon mercy, irenic conduct, and 
reconciliation in a culture where expressions of emotion and belligerence were 
commonplace. The call for transformed living entails new assertions about group 
identity, altered valuations about honorable/shameless conduct, modified patterns 
of social cooperation and interaction, and changed behavioral controls relative to 
compliance or noncompliance with Paul's admonitions. Loyal adherence to these 
admonitions is predicated on internalized sanctions such as feelings of shame or 
fear of disapproval if Paul's ethical precepts are not obeyed.43 As a servant of 
God and the gospel (Rom 1:9), Paul remains undaunted in his exhortations to the 
Roman community. His hope for it is reflected in his blessing at the end of the 
entire section: "May the God of hope fill you with all joy and peace in believing, 
so that you may abound in hope by the power of the Holy Spirit" (15:13). 

John K. Ridgway, S. J. 
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