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The Revenge Alternative 
Romans 12:17-21 
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We don’t need to see sta+s+cs to know that we are living in violent +mes. People are quick to 
be offended and to strike back. If you accidently cut someone off in traffic, they may pull a gun 
on you.  If you make a mistake adding up someone’s groceries don’t be surprised if you have 
someone scream at you in the middle of the store. If you fail to give people the aBen+on they 
think they deserve, they will treat you as an enemy as if this slight was a capital offense. If you 
use vocabulary that offends someone it could lead to physical violence or the loss of your job. If 
you make a mistake or have an accident someone may sue you for everything that you have and 
much more. We are living at a +me when people don’t just want “jus+ce” they want to destroy 
you. 
 
These words of Paul call us to a lifestyle that runs counter to everything that is going on. As we 
read these words, we need to see that these are commands that only Chris+an men and women 
can carry out. The natural person cannot do so.  
 
The General Command 
 
Paul begins with the overarching standard that should always apply. 

17 Never pay back evil with more evil. Do things in such a way that everyone can see you 
are honorable. 18 Do all that you can to live in peace with everyone.  

 
Paul says, as a Chris+an we are NEVER to respond like the world around us responds. He doesn’t 
say, “Do this some+mes . . . “ it is to NEVER pay back evil with more evil. We may agree that 
people shouldn’t respond to evil with evil . . . un+l someone offends us! At that point we feel 
jus+fied. We feel like our situa+on is the excep+on . . . but it is not. 
 
It is our natural response to respond with vengeance when we feel we have been treated wrong. 
In the Old Testament the Lord even set up “ci+es of refuge” so people could go somewhere to 
escape the vengeance of those who sought to avenge the death of a rela+ve. It was not a place 
to hide those who were wicked . . . it was a city to protect those who accidently killed another. 
 
When we read the story of David turning over the Kingdom to his son Solomon, David directs his 
son to pass out some revenge that he had been thinking about (stewing about) for many years. 
Paul is telling us that is not what God wants from His people. 

 
In 1 Peter 2:23 we are shown the example of Jesus. 

When he was reviled, he did not revile in return; when he suffered, he did not threaten, 
but con+nued entrus+ng himself to him who judges justly. 24 He himself bore our sins in 
his body on the tree, that we might die to sin and live to righteousness. By his wounds 
you have been healed. 
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Our Lord showed us what it looked like to not respond to evil in kind, but to respond in a way 
that brings honor to the Lord. The leaders marveled at the silence of Jesus. It was unheard of.  
 
To obey this command I believe at least four things have to happen. First, we must control our 
anger. Anger causes us to re-act rather than respond thoughbully. How many +mes has someone 
commiBed a crime out of anger before they even had a chance to think about things. They say, 
“I don’t understand what happened, “something” just came over me.” We MUST get hold of our 
anger! We need to learn to stop ourselves when we feel the anger rising and give ourselves a 
spiritual talking to. Memorizing this verse or the many of the others on controlling anger may be 
helpful to this end. Anger does not accomplish God’s purposes 
 
Lloyd-Jones hits makes us uncomfortable with these words, 

As Chris+an people we should not be disturbed in spirit, we should not be agitated. The 
Chris+an should never lose the peace of God and the peace of Christ. . . For a Chris+an to 
be agitated is always wrong; it is sin. . .the moment you lose control of yourself you have 
been overcome by evil. It does not maBer how great the provoca+on, it does not maBer  
what somebody may have done, if you have lost control and are saying or thinking or 
trying to do wrong, then the devil has won, and you are defeated 

 
Ouch! I can’t imagine too many people who are not convicted by these insighbul words.  
 
Second, we must listen more to the Word of God rather than to our emo+ons. We usually do this 
the other way around. We tend to interpret the Word of God in light of our emo+ons instead of 
interpre+ng our emo+ons in light of the Word of God. We must not be “feelings-driven,” rather 
we should be truth driven! 
 
Third, we need to focus more on conquering the sin nature than focusing on par+cular sins. To 
merely focus on one sin is like being in the garden and just pulling the top off a weed and not 
gefng at the roots. Satan is fine with us taking aim at a par+cular sin, because while you are 
distracted, he will shackle you in other areas. Some+mes we will even become proud or 
judgmental because we have conquered the one sin only to embrace these two others. 
 
Finally, we must seek God’s glory more than our own. This may be the hardest of all. We have 
this deeply ingrained desire to be on center stage. We want to achieve our goals, be heard, and 
be recognized. The idea of seeking first HIS kingdom is a real challenge for us. We must learn to 
look at every situa+on in terms of how it impacts the Kingdom of God, more than how it impacts 
us. We must be mindful of how our ac+ons are impac+ng His reputa+on. We must be more 
concerned with his honor than our own. 
 
Jesus said the same thing as Paul in MaBhew 5:38-48 

38 “You have heard that it was said, ‘An eye for an eye and a tooth for a tooth.’ 39 But I say to 
you, Do not resist the one who is evil. But if anyone slaps you on the right cheek, turn to him 
the other also. 40 And if anyone would sue you and take your tunic, let him have your cloak as 
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well. 41 And if anyone forces you to go one mile, go with him two miles. 42 Give to the one who 
begs from you, and do not refuse the one who would borrow from you.  

43 “You have heard that it was said, ‘You shall love your neighbor and hate your enemy.’ 
44 But I say to you, Love your enemies and pray for those who persecute you, 45 so that you 
may be sons of your Father who is in heaven. For he makes his sun rise on the evil and on the 
good, and sends rain on the just and on the unjust. 46 For if you love those who love you, what 
reward do you have? Do not even the tax collectors do the same? 47 And if you greet only your 
brothers, what more are you doing than others? Do not even the Gen+les do the same? 

 
In verse 18, Paul summarizes, 
 Do all that you can to live in peace with everyone. 
 
No+ce a few things. We are to do everything we can do to obtain or maintain peace. We are 
not let off the hook simply because someone is difficult and determined to keep things s+rred 
up. In other words, another person’s bad behavior does not excuse our bad behavior. However, 
at +mes it is not all up to us. If another person refuses to live in peace, we must do the best we 
can. 
 
Paul is also not sugges+ng we pursue peace at ANY price. We cannot nego+ate the truth of the 
gospel. We must not compromise with evil. We should never stay in a situa+on that is 
dangerous. We must not excuse sin to gain peace. There are +mes when we do have to say, 
“Enough!” I also believe we don’t need to do this as omen as we do. Consider how many +mes 
you walked away from a rela+onship rather than do the hard work to live at peace with 
someone. One commentator rightly wrote, 

We cannot fix every problem or heal every rela+onship. Jesus is the Deliverer; we are 
not. Certain people uBerly reject the way of peace. There is a +me to stop trying to 
make peace with them. Paul directs, “As for a person who s+rs up division, amer warning 
him once and then twice, have nothing more to do with him” (Titus 3:10). (Doriani, p. 
448). 

  
Responding to the Nega5ve Posi5vely 
 
It is not enough to not do evil . . . the Lord calls us to take posi+ve ac+on. The first thing he tells 
us  
 

19 Dear friends, never take revenge. Leave that to the righteous anger of God. For the 
Scriptures say,  

“I will take revenge;  
I will pay them back,”  
says the LORD.  

 
So the first posi+ve thing is refrain from making judgements that only God can make. We must 
trust Him. This statement can easily be misread to mean: you don’t have to worry about ‘gefng 
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even, God will do that for you.” However, what Paul is saying is we should not trust our own 
judgment. We need to remember that we respond to our interpreta+on of what occurred. The 
Lord alone sees objec+vely. He sees the mo+va+on, and what the person was trying to do/say. 
He has ALL the facts, we only have a few of the facts. We jump to conclusions and rush to 
judgment. God does not. Let me give you an illustra+on, 
 

A pastor led a healthy small-town church, but faced a liBle resistance when he  
lengthened the worship service by fimeen minutes so that it ended at 10:45 instead of 
10:30. One man who sat near the back of the church seemed especially unhappy about the 
change. Each week, he stood up at precisely 10:30, straightened his jacket and pants, and 
walked out of the service as the sermon neared its conclusion. The pastor told me: “He 
never said anything, but I could feel his displeasure over the longer services. Some+mes I 
had to s+fle my anger at his weekly display.” Then one week, the pastor changed the order 
of worship and put the sermon first. The man’s wife called later that day and said: Pastor, 
you can’t imagine how happy my husband was today. You see, he has to report to work at 
10:45 on Sundays. He waits un+l the last possible minute each week, and it grieves him that 
he can never stay +ll the end of your message. But today he heard the whole sermon. He 
was so pleased, I just had to tell you. (Doriani, Daniel p. 447). 
 

When we encounter an offense that makes us want to respond in retalia+on, we can diffuse this 
desire by consciously leaving it in the Lord’s hands. We trust that He  

• He will judge fairly 
• He alone knows any con+ngent circumstances 
• He will appropriately temper jus+ce with mercy (as He does with us). 

 
The Lord has promised that He will vindicate us. In other words, when we are falsely accused, 
when we have been slandered, He will come to our aid. He will bring jus+ce. However, when 
one is repentant, when there was misunderstanding (perhaps by us), when they are vic+ms, 
God will also defend them. The boBom line is: when we entrust maBers to the Lord we can be 
sure that no one is “gefng away with” anything. And we do not need to fret and stew about 
any situa+on. 
 
When we determine that we will be the one to exact revenge we are taking the role that is 
God’s alone to take. He alone knows what is right to do. 
 
Coals of Fire 

  
Paul takes this a step further.  

“If your enemies are hungry, feed them.  
If they are thirsty, give them something to drink.  

In doing this, you will heap  
burning coals of shame on their heads.”  
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Do you remember some hurt that was inflicted upon you. It may have been an unkind word, a 
brutal lie against you, some kind of physical or sexual abuse, a rela+onship that was destroyed 
because of the words or ac+ons of someone else, someone who ripped you off in a shady 
business deal? You can s+ll feel the churning in your heart, can’t you? Now hear the words of 
Paul telling us to show kindness and love to these people. It is enough to make us angry, isn’t it? 
 
Paul says, when we are kind to our antagonist we heap burning coals on their head. That sounds 
a liBle like revenge, doesn’t it? The New Living Transla+on +ps us off to what is meant by 
transla+ng the text “burning coals of shame on their heads. 
 
Paul is quo+ng from Proverbs 25:22 which says this, 

If your enemy is hungry, give him bread to eat,  
and if he is thirsty, give him water to drink,  

22 for you will heap burning coals on his head,  
and the LORD will reward you.  

 

No+ce, it says the Lord will reward us for taking such ac+on. So, this is not something nega+ve 
but something posi+ve and good. When we do good to someone who did evil toward us, the 
contrast in behavior and mo+ves may cause the other person to feel shame (or if you will, to 
“burn with a sense of shame.”) This in turn may lead the person to repent and ul+mately be 
saved. Our faith never shines brighter than when it leads us to respond as Jesus did by “turning 
the other cheek.” 
 
Even when we have been hurt by another we should be concerned for their spiritual state. We 
should act in a way that hopefully will lead them to repentance rather than the hospital! 
 
A Principle to Live By 

Paul ends this sec+on with a summary verse 

21 Don’t let evil conquer you, but conquer evil by doing good.  

We can adopt the ways of the world and become just as aggressive as everyone else. We can 
lock horns and baBle un+l one of us is no longer standing . . . or we can try it God’s way. 
 
Paul indicated that we have a choice. Our society’s way is not working (no maBer how much 
more evolved we think we are). Violence is increasing at an alarming rate. Paul’s sugges+on is 
radical, but it is not new. Jesus said the same thing in His Sermon on the Mount. . . He told us to 
love our enemies and pray for those who use us. (MaBhew 5:44; Luke 6:27).  He gave us the 
example of this very thing. Paul is not coming up with someone new . . .he is applying the words 
of Jesus. 
 
Chris+anity is prac+cal. It is a totally different way of doing things from what we are used to. 
the best way to impact our world is to do what He says . . . despite how much we may want to 
follow the way of the crowd around us. 
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The words we looked at today contain great power. Our job is to use that power in the right 
way. There is a familiar story from the late Corrie Ten Boom. She and her family worked against 
the Nazis in World War Two, hiding Jews in their home. When she was caught, she was sent to a 
concentra+on camp where she was stripped of her dignity, saw her father and her sister (Betsie) 
die, and suffered more at the hands of other people than we could possibly imagine. This is 
precisely why her encounter with forgiveness is so memorable: 

 
“It was at a church service in Munich that I saw him, the former S.S. man who had stood 
guard at the shower door in the processing center at Ravensbruck. He was the first of our 
actual jailers that I had seen since that +me. And suddenly it was all there – the roomful 
of mocking men, the heaps of clothing, Betsie’s pain-blanched face. 
 
He came up to me as the church was emptying, beaming and bowing. ‘How grateful I am 
for your message, Fraulein.’ He said. ‘To think that, as you say, He has washed my sins 
away!’ 
 
His hand was thrust out to shake mine. And I, who preached so oLen to the people in 
Bloemendaal the need to forgive, kept my hand at my side. 
 
Even as the angry, vengeful thoughts boiled through me, I saw the sin of them. Jesus 
Christ had died for this man; was I going to ask for more? Lord Jesus, I prayed, forgive me 
and help me to forgive him. 
 
I tried to smile, I struggled to raise my hand. I could not. I felt nothing, not the slightest 
spark of warmth or charity. And so again I breathed a silent prayer. Jesus, I cannot 
forgive him. Give me your forgiveness. 
 
As I took his hand the most incredible thing happened. From my shoulder along my arm 
and through my hand a current seemed to pass from me to him, while into my heart 
sprang a love for this stranger that almost overwhelmed me. 
 
And so I discovered that it is not on our forgiveness any more than on our goodness that 
the world’s healing hinges, but on his. When he tells us to love our enemies, He gives, 
along with the command, the love itself.” 
 

Corrie Ten Boom discovered that God works in those who are obedient to Him. He is not 
promo+ng weakness but strength under control. Our world needs some radical disciples. It 
needs people (will they be us?) who will follow these commands of God as counterintui+ve as 
they are. May God help us to dare to trust Him so we too can experience the depth and power 
of His grace as we dare to extend it to another. 

 
 

 


