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Romans 12:17-21            October 8, 2017 

Psalm 137:1-9 

 

Breaking the Payback Cycle 
  

On the morning of September 11, 2001  I rose a bit earlier than usual to meet 

two friends Paul Heller and Jerry Wright.   As was our custom, we met in a church 

parking lot about a half hour from Chazy and then traveled together for another 

hour and half to a meeting of the presbytery’s Committee on Ministry.  Just as we 

were approaching town that morning, Paul did something he never did when we 

were driving together—he turned on the radio to listen to the morning news.  The 

first reports from New York City were just coming in.  Although we continued to the 

meeting and pushed our way through the agenda, we were mostly just going 

through the motions. 

In the days that followed we wandered in a fog.  We opened our church 

doors that evening and several people, including a few who hadn’t been in a 

church in a long time, came in to sit and pray.  September 12 was Christine’s 

eighth birthday.  A party had already been planned, but we felt like we had to 

tone it down and keep the girls inside because a group was gathering across the 

street around the flag pole at the school.  Someone knocked on the door, and 

asked if I might like to come over and lead them in prayer.  Afterwards I spoke with 

a man who approached me after that gathering.  He was truck driver, and he had 

been on the New Jersey side of the Hudson that morning and saw the towers 

come crashing down. 
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A few weeks later, the Presbytery of Northern NY met for our fall meeting.  It 

happened to be at Paul’s church in Plattsburgh, and according to custom Paul 

was the preacher in the opening worship service.  He chose the 137th Psalm as his 

text—and for once that psalm made sense to me.  It gave voice to the simmering 

rage that was in so many hearts in the shadow of that horrible day. 

The last verse of Psalm 137 is a verse of Scripture that we almost dare not 

read aloud.  In fact, I had qualms about assigning it to Lance to read today.  But 

an event like 9-11 helps us understand its context, and how such words could find 

their way into Holy Scripture.   

Psalm 137 is a song from time in biblical history known as the Babylonian 

exile.  When we hear the word exile, we may think of someone just being far away 

from home, but that was only the tip of the iceberg for the Jewish people. The exile 

began with the invasion of Jerusalem by the world’s great superpower of the day, 

who destroyed homes and crops, and brutally killed thousands of Jews.  And not 

only was the city destroyed, the temple was demolished, too.  The temple wasn’t 

just a building, not even just another sacred place.  It was the place that Jews 

believed was the dwelling place of God, the place where earth and heaven were 

connected. 

But now it was all gone.  And the people who were taken away to Babylon 

found themselves living as a small and isolated minority in one of the world’s great 

urban centers.  At home these exiles had been among Judea’s elite, but here in 

Babylon they were powerless.  And everywhere they looked they were confronted 
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with symbols of Babylon’s power and Babylon’s pagan deities.  It was the perfect 

environment to feed a deep sorrow, and unspeakable rage.  Why shouldn’t 

someone do to these pagans children what they had done to ours? 

We live in angry world, where the lists of injuries and grievances are long.  It is 

said that the world today is facing the largest refugee crisis since the years 

following World War 2. And the experience of the exiles in Babylon isn’t all that far 

removed from today’s refugees whose lives have been torn apart by war.  In our 

nation, practically every subgroup has a long list of complaints about being 

mistreated or disrespected by someone else.  And the fires of this culture of 

grievance are stoked and exploited, by those in the highest positions of our 

government, in the world of social media, and even the letters to the editor 

column of small town newspapers.  And this is in addition to the more personal 

insults and injuries we suffer through in the course of our daily lives. 

And in our broken world, too often our impulse is to hurt back.  We respond 

to hurtful words with more hurtful words, or we strike back with resentful silence. In 

fact, on the personal level, people seem to be almost endlessly creative in finding 

ways to strike back.  Beyond words, people respond to violence with more 

violence, so that areas of some of our cities have become war zones in a never-

ending cycle of payback.  Anger fuels terrorism, terrorism fuels prejudice, which 

fuels more violence.  And meanwhile leaders make proclamations about crushing 

enemies.  If we don’t watch it we’re one step away for wishing that someone 

would dash their little ones against the rocks. 
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In this angry world, Paul speaks through the ages, “Do not repay anyone evil 

for evil … Beloved never avenge yourselves … Do not be overcome by evil, but 

overcome evil with good.”   

Paul is not a total dreamer when it comes to this.  He concedes that living 

peaceably with others doesn’t depend completely on us.  But still the Lord puts it 

on us to break the cycle of payback. 

When Paul teaches this he is being completely consistent with what Jesus 

teaches in the Sermon on the Mount, and more than that, with Jesus’ own 

example.   As Peter puts in in his first letter, “When [Jesus] he was abused, he did 

not return abuse; when he suffered, he did not threaten; but he entrusted himself 

to the one who judges justly.” (1Peter 2:23)  And as he hung on the cross he 

prayed, “Father, forgive them; for they do not know what they are doing." (Luke 

23:34) 

It is inevitable that we will be angry, at least some of the time.  And in many 

cases that anger may well be justified.  So what will we do with that anger so that 

we don’t direct it at others, so that we can do our part in breaking the cycle of 

payback? 

Paul says something important in verse 17 that unfortunately gets lost a bit in 

translation.  Another way of translating that verse might sound like this:  “Do not 

repay anyone evil for evil, but think about what you’re doing, and do what is right 

in the eyes of everyone. “ 
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“Do not repay anyone evil for evil, but think …”  We are biologically wired 

with a part of our brains that one writer (Peter Steinke) likes to call our “reptile 

brain.”  This is the part of us that just reacts to things—like the so-called “fight or 

flight” reaction.  And it’s seat of a good deal of our urge for payback when 

someone hurts us.  But the good news is that our higher brain, our thinking brain, 

has the ability to override those impulses.  And so Paul is saying, instead of just 

reacting think about what the right thing is to do.  Remember how we were talking 

just a few weeks ago about the renewing of our minds. Just thinking about God’s 

will before we react is the beginning. 

Something Paul doesn’t say, but that Psalm 137 and the entire book of 

Psalms direct us to do is to pray.  Do you feel the urge to complain about 

someone?  Don’t attack them verbally. Don’t tear them down behind their backs. 

If you need to complain, complain to God!  Do you feel the desire to hurt them 

back?  Tell it to the Lord!   Pouring out that anger to God is like punching a big 

fluffy cushion. But talking to God is more than just an emotional or psychological 

catharsis.  It’s the way God has given us to work those things out.  And in prayer we 

also give our desire for payback to God, which is where it belongs. 

Again, our English translations have a hard time trying to capture all that 

Paul says.  In verse 19 he writes, “Beloved, never take justice into your own hands, 

but leave room for the God to judge;  for it is written, ‘The right to judge is mine,’ 

says the Lord, ‘I will repay.’”   
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But Paul exhorts us to do more than just passively give things up to God.  He 

quotes from the book of Proverbs to give us a picture of what Jesus means when 

he tells us to love our enemies, “if your enemies are hungry, feed them; if they are 

thirsty, give them something to drink.”  The effects of doing this are twofold.  It 

changes us.  It makes us to remember that however badly someone may have 

acted, no matter how they may have injured us, they are human, they are people 

like us.  And it may also change them, which is what Proverbs is getting at with the 

line about heaping burning coals on their heads.  Our good behavior might just 

lead that person to realize how bad their behavior is—and that might lead them to 

change. 

Paul summarizes this all by saying, “Do not be overcome by evil, but 

overcome evil with good.”  He’s not a starry-eyed dreamer.  He knows that we 

can’t do it all ourselves. But also knows that it’s possible to do our part.  He gives 

this this testimony from his own life in 1 Corinthians where he writes, “When reviled, 

we bless; when persecuted, we endure; when slandered, we speak kindly.”  

(1Corinthians 4:12-13) It is possible for us to do this!  Think of the difference you 

might be able to make in your home or workplace,  think of the difference a 

movement of followers of Jesus might make if we refused to strike back in our 

angry society, think of how creating a culture of overcoming evil by doing good 

might even change the world!  Think about it, and then do it!  Amen. 

Rev. David Spaulding 
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