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Romans 12:17-21 
12:17 - “Repay no one evil for evil, but  give thought to do what is honorable in the sight of all.” 
 

 
 “Repay noone  evil for evil” 

o A Christian principle of non-retaliation found in: 
 Matthew 5:38-48 
 1 Thessalonians 5:15 
 1 Peter 3:9 -  

 “Give thought to do what is honorable in the sight of all” 
o From Proverbs 3:4 
o NEB translation: “Let your aims be such as all men count honourable.” 

 

12:18 - “If possible, so far as it depends on you, live peaceably with all.” 
 

 
 It is an honorable Christian character trait to be a peacemaker 
 Jesus said, “Blessed are the peacemakers” in the world (Matthew 5:9) 
 In Mark 9:50 Jesus told his followers, “be at peace with each other.” 

o Mark 9:49 speaks of “fire” of persecution as the “salt” that is sprinkled on offerings and sacrifices 
to God in the OT (Lev. 2:13; Ezk. 43:24; Ex. 30:35).  

o According to Romans 12:1-2 we believers are that sacrifice. 
o Persecution is the salt (fire) that prepares us for service. See: 

 1 Peter 1:6-7 - “In this you greatly rejoice, though now for a little while you may have had 
to suffer grief in all kinds of trials. These have come so that your faith - of greater worth 
than gold, which perishes even though refined by fire (πυρος, pyros, fire) - may be 
proved genuine and may result in praise, glory and honor when Jesus Christ is 
revealed.”  
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 1 Peter 4:12 - “Dear friends, do not be surprised at the painful (pyrosei, fire or fiery) trial 
you are suffering, as though something strange were happening to you.  
 

  
o Mark 12:50 the salt refers to the flavor and preservation power of salt which HERE refers to the 

Christian character or Christian nature that is seen by the world.  
 Two sayings or observations that were known at Jesus’ time were: 

 “The world cannot survive without salt” (Tractate) 
 Salt from the Dead Sea can lose its savory quality and become useless (Pliny the 

Elder) 
 So, in context the fire of persecution can cause the salt of the Christian character to 

become useless.  
 The world will hate the Christian faith, but the world will always need the Christian faith 

and character. It is our responsibility not to lose it! 
 As individual believers and as a church body we need to live at peace with all men. 
 We are to make sure the conflict comes from the world and not from us. 

o John 16:33 - the world hated Jesus. Jesus promised us the world would hate us. 
 “If possible, to the extent that it depends on you.” 

 

12:19 - “Beloved, never avenge yourselves, but leave it to the wrath of God, for it is written, 
‘Vengeance is mine, I will repay, says the Lord.’ ” 
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 “Do not avenge yourselves” is the next step beyond “do not repay evil for evil. 
 Our strength or motivation to “not avenge” ourselves is to know that our Lord will take care of the 

avenging business. Our business at this time is peacemaker and the faithful testimony of Jesus Christ 
and the power of that Life. 

o Do realize that the government is the Lord’s agent of wrath (Romans 13:4), so this verse can be 
eschatological or it can be applied practically in time. 

o It is NOT the church’s place to execute judgment on the earth. We are witnesses and example. 
o It IS the role of government, which are under the rule of the Lord. Thus, unjust governments will 

eventually be punished and eliminated from history. Note: Dispensation principles. 
 This concept is supported by Paul with a quoted from Deuteronomy 32:35, but the addition of the 

words, “says the Lord” may indicate the principle is broader than Deuteronomy and reaches to the texts 
of the prophets such as Isaiah, Jeremiah, Amos, etc.  

 

12:20 - “To the contrary, ‘if your enemy is hungry, feed him; if he is thirsty, give him 
something to drink; for by so doing you will heap burning coals on his head.’ ”  
 

 
 Continue OT quote of Proverbs 25:21-22 

o “Enemies” -  
 Jesus tells us to “love our enemies” (Matt. 5:43) 
 Jesus tells us to feed and water our enemies and turn the other cheek (Lk.6:29-30) 
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 Loving our enemies in the face of persecution would be considered “doing good in the 
sight of all people” 

o “Heaping Coals”  
 This Greek phrase appears 2x in the LXX, but never as a metaphor: Isaiah 47:14 and 

Proverbs 6:28 
 Metaphors of fire and coal in the OT are usually references to God’s presence, and 

particularly, his judgment. 
 God’s presence and judgment could lead to repentance 
 Or, it could result in judgment if there is no repentance 
 Hoping for your enemies’ destruction is not the theme of our mission on earth, 

although it may be the inevitable result. 
 Hoping for judgment does not fit the context of the text necessarily  

 Some consider “coals of fire” to refer metaphorically to “the burning pangs of shame” 
that is found in Egyptian practice of carrying a tray of burning coals on your head as a 
sign of repentance 

 The case for this is strengthened when we realize the source of this quote is 
Proverbs which was itself written at a time of strong literary influence took place 
from Egypt in Israel during the days of Solomon 

 

12:21- “Do not be overcome by evil, but overcome evil with good.” 
 

 
 This then is the ultimate “test” for “God’s will” which is “good” according to the beginning of this chapter 

 


