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Romans 12:18-21 

Exposition of Romans – Lesson 84 

Introduction: 

 
     This lesson brings us to the close of the twelfth chapter of Paul’s Letter to the Romans. 
This great section of practical application in our service of love one toward another. As we 
clearly saw from the mandate, or that command fin the last lesson from Romans 12:17 – 
‘Recompense to no man evil for evil. Provide things honest in the sight of all men.’1 
 
     We know for a fact, this concept of living in grace, is an impossible task in and of ourselves, 
without the work of regeneration in the flesh for these two common sense reasons: 
 

1. This concept of living in grace is completely opposite from the Law. 
2. This concept of living in grace goes against the nature of our flesh. 

 
Romans 12:17 
 
17 Recompense to no man evil for evil. Provide things honest in the sight of all men.1 
 
     This was our text from the previous lesson in which we learned two very important 
principles. 
 

1. Attitude of refusing to take revenge: (Romans 12:17a). 
 

2. Attitude of respecting what is right: (Romans 12:17b). 
 

     As it was covered in our last lesson one of the best ways to demonstrate the Christian faith 
was to be able to look your enemy right in the eyes and with love and compassion upon those 
that persecute you, refuse to take revenge.  
 
     We demonstrate the true righteousness of God when we refuse to take evil revenge 
against our enemies and do good to them in spite of their evil against us or even against those 
that we love. 
 
__________________________________________ 
1 English Standard Version, ESV Reformation Study Bible, (Orlando: Reformation Trust of Ligonier Ministries, 2015), 
Romans 12:17. 
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     Let us read our text from verse 17, that brings this chapter to a close. 
 
Romans 12:17-21 
 
17 Recompense to no man evil for evil. Provide things honest in the sight of all men. 
 

18 If it be possible, as much as lieth in you, live peaceably with all men. 
 
19 Dearly beloved, avenge not yourselves, but rather give place unto wrath: for it is written, 
Vengeance is mine; I will repay, saith the Lord. 
 

20 Therefore if thine enemy hunger, feed him; if he thirst, give him drink: for in so doing thou 
shalt heap coals of fire on his head. 
 

21 Be not overcome of evil, but overcome evil with good. 2 
 
     As we learned from verse 17, ‘Render to no man evil for evil. Take thought for things 
honorable in the sight of all men.’3 
 
     Have you ever thought about the opposite of rendering unto no man evil for evil? Yes you 
have, each and everyone of us in here has, it is our human nature. It is who we are inside our 
very hearts and this concept of paying someone back who has caused us harm is called 
revenge.  
 
  There are some serious theological ramifications for the believer with that though: 
 

1. Revenge does not promote peace but incites hostility among men. 
If it be possible, as much as lieth in you, live peaceably with all men.4 

 

2. Revenge usurps authority over Almighty God. 
for it is written, Vengeance is mine; I will repay, saith the Lord.5 

 
3. Revenge goes against the command to love thy neighbor as thyself. God will use your 

love as heaping coals shame and guilt to melt their heart or as heaping coals of 
judgment.  Therefore if thine enemy hunger, feed him; if he thirst, give him drink: for in 
so doing thou shalt heap coals of fire on his head.6  

 
4. Revenge submits to evil rather than to that good.  

Be not overcome of evil, but overcome evil with good. 7 
__________________________________________ 
2 Holy Bible – King James Version, Scofield Study Bible, (New York: Oxford University Press, 2000), Romans 12:17-21. 
 

3 American Standard Version, ASV Study Bible, (New York, NY: Oxford University Press, 1929), Romans 12:17. 
 
4 Holy Bible – King James Version, Scofield Study Bible, (New York: Oxford University Press, 2000), Romans 12:18. 
 

5 21st Century King James Version, King James Version Bible KJ21, (Gary, SD: 21st Century King James Bible Publishers), 
Romans 12:19. 
 

6 Holy Bible – King James Version, Scofield Study Bible, (New York: Oxford University Press, 2000), Romans 12:20. 
 

7 Ibid. Romans 12:21. 
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1. Revenge does not promote peace but incites hostility among men. 
 
     Now I want you to notice want the Apostle Paul says in verse 18. ‘If it be possible, as much 
as lieth in you, live peaceably with all men.’8 Or as the New America Standard translates, ‘If 
possible, so far as it depends on you, be at peace with all men.’9 The writer of Hebrews even 
tells us, ‘Strive for peace with everyone, and for the holiness without which no one will see the 
Lord.’10 
 
     We see from the language used that it will be a challenge and a struggle because of that 
word ‘strive.’ Yet, Paul states, if possible, so far as it depends on you. What this means is that 
we must do our best to promote peaceful harmony among men. This is our human 
responsibility in relation to divine Sovereignty. No we cannot control our circumstances, but 
praise God through the power of Christ in His grace I can control how I react through them.  
 
     If hostility, gossip, bickering or fighting comes, let it begin with someone else not me. If it 
come, let it come from another camp and not from this one, Amen! From the believers’ 
perspective, our desire should be to stay out of fights and out to get in them. ‘If possible, so 
far as it depends on you, be at peace with all men.’11 

 

     However, there will never be true peace between all men, but we must do all we can do 
show the love of Christ and demonstrate a foretaste of the peace that He has placed in us. 
 
Proverbs 18:24 – ‘A man that hath friends must shew himself friendly: and there is a friend that 
sticketh closer than a brother.’12 
 
Psalm 34:14 – ‘Depart from evil, and do good; Seek peace, and pursue it.’13 
 
1 Peter 3:11 – ‘Let him eschew evil, and do good; let him seek peace, and ensue it.’14 
 
Romans 14:19 – ‘Let us therefore follow after the things which make for peace, and things 
wherewith one may edify another.’15 
 
__________________________________________ 
8 Holy Bible – King James Version, Scofield Study Bible, (New York: Oxford University Press, 2000), Romans 12:18. 
 

9 New American Standard Version, NASB Study Bible, (Nashville: Thomas Nelson Publishing – Harper Collins, 2013), 
Romans 12:18. 
 

10 English Standard Version, ESV Reformation Study Bible, (Orlando: Reformation Trust of Ligonier Ministries, 2015), 
Hebrews 12:14. 
 

11 New American Standard Version, NASB Study Bible, (Nashville: Thomas Nelson Publishing – Harper Collins, 2013), 
Romans 12:18. 
 
12 Holy Bible – King James Version, Scofield Study Bible, (New York: Oxford University Press, 2000), Proverbs 18:24. 
 

13  American Standard Version, ASV Study Bible, (New York, NY: Oxford University Press, 1929), Psalm 34:14. 
 

14 21st Century King James Version, King James Version Bible KJ21, (Gary, SD: 21st Century King James Bible 
Publishers), 1 Peter 3:11. 
 

15 Holy Bible – King James Version, Scofield Study Bible, (New York: Oxford University Press, 2000), Romans 14:19. 
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1 Thessalonians 5:12-13 – ‘And we beseech you, brethren, to know them which labour among 
you, and are over you in the Lord, and admonish you; 13 And to esteem them very highly in love 
for their work's sake. And be at peace among yourselves.’16 
 
     However, there are those times it will be impossible to live with or even to associate with 
certain people because they have no interest in the peace that you have to offer. This is why 
Paul said - ‘If possible, so far as it depends on you, be at peace with all men.’17 There are times 
you must disassociate yourself for the sake of keeping the peace. Sometimes it is better just 
to walk away. 
 
Matthew 7:1-6 
 

1 Judge not, that ye be not judged. 
 

2 For with what judgment ye judge, ye shall be judged: and with what measure ye mete, it shall 
be measured to you again. 
 

3 And why beholdest thou the mote that is in thy brother's eye, but considerest not the beam 
that is in thine own eye? 
 

4 Or how wilt thou say to thy brother, Let me pull out the mote out of thine eye; and, behold, a 
beam is in thine own eye? 
 

5 Thou hypocrite, first cast out the beam out of thine own eye; and then shalt thou see clearly 
to cast out the mote out of thy brother's eye. 
 

6 Give not that which is holy unto the dogs, neither cast ye your pearls before swine, lest they 
trample them under their feet, and turn again and rend you.18 
 

     When they become serious enough about the truth not to fight and argue about it, then I 
will return with this message of peace. However, I am not going to keep going back over and 
over, again and again to getting beat up, beat down, talked about, kicked around and have 
my Lord, His Word, His Gospel disgraced by someone who all they want to do is argue and 
fight about it.  
 

     Simply put as James the Apostle writes; 
‘So submit to [the authority of] God. Resist the devil [stand firm against him] 
and he will flee from you. 8 Come close to God [with a contrite heart] and He 
will come close to you. Wash your hands, you sinners; and purify your 
[unfaithful] hearts, you double-minded [people]. 9 Be miserable and grieve 
and weep [over your sin]. Let your [foolish] laughter be turned to mourning 
and your [reckless] joy to gloom. 10 Humble yourselves [with an attitude of 
repentance and insignificance] in the presence of the Lord, and He will exalt 
you [He will lift you up, He will give you purpose].’19 

__________________________________________ 
16 21st Century King James Version, King James Version Bible KJ21, (Gary, SD: 21st Century King James Bible 
Publishers), 1 Thessalonians 5:12-13. 
 

17 New American Standard Version, NASB Study Bible, (Nashville: Thomas Nelson Publishing – Harper Collins, 2013), 
Romans 12:18. 
 

18 Holy Bible – King James Version, Scofield Study Bible, (New York: Oxford University Press, 2000), Matthew 7:1-6. 
 

19 Amplified Bible, AMP Bible, (La Habra, CA: The Lockman Foundation, Zondervan, 2015), James 4:7-10. 
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2. Revenge usurps authority over Almighty God. 
 
Romans 12:17-19 
 

17 Recompense to no man evil for evil. Provide things honest in the sight of all men. 
 

18 If it be possible, as much as lieth in you, live peaceably with all men. 
 

19 Dearly beloved, avenge not yourselves, but rather give place unto wrath: for it is written, 
Vengeance is mine; I will repay, saith the Lord.20 
 
     Paul tells us plainly, beloved, do not seek to avenge yourselves, but give that occasion to 
God, for your pursuit of revenge usurps authority over Almighty God.   
 

- It is not wrong to want revenge: Psalm 109, Psalm 137 through Psalm 140, and many 
other imprecatory prayers recorded in the Psalms. However, there is a scene 
recorded in Heaven.  
 

     ‘And when he had opened the fifth seal, I saw under the altar the souls of them that were 
slain for the word of God, and for the testimony which they held: 10 And they cried with a loud 
voice, saying, How long, O Lord, holy and true, dost thou not judge and avenge our blood on 
them that dwell on the earth? 11 And white robes were given unto every one of them; and it 
was said unto them, that they should rest yet for a little season, until their fellow servants also 
and their brethren, that should be killed as they were, should be fulfilled.’21 
 

     No it is not wrong to want revenge, but it is wrong to seek revenge. Dearly beloved, avenge 
not yourselves, but rather give place unto wrath: for it is written, Vengeance is mine; I will 
repay, saith the Lord.22 God had promised that He will pay back and take vengeance upon all 
those who have wronged His own. He is asking you to trust Him for that. 
 

     John MacArthur writes, ‘that the manner and the timing of God repayment of the 
wickedness of man’s evil, is God’s divine prerogative.23 
 

Deuteronomy 32:35 
 

35 Vengeance is Mine, and recompense; Their foot shall slip in due time; For the day of their 
calamity is at hand, And the things to come hasten upon them.24 
 
Hebrews 10:30-31 – ‘For we know him that hath said, Vengeance belongeth unto me, I will 
recompense, saith the Lord. And again, The Lord shall judge his people. 31 It is a fearful thing 
to fall into the hands of the living God.’25 
__________________________________________ 
20 Holy Bible – King James Version, Scofield Study Bible, (New York: Oxford University Press, 2000), Romans 12:17-
20. 
 

21 21st Century King James Version, KJV Bible KJ21, (Gary, SD: 21st Century King James Bible Publishers), Revelation 
6:9-11. 
 

22 Holy Bible – King James Version, Scofield Study Bible, (New York: Oxford University Press, 2000), Romans 12:19. 
 

23 John MacArthur, The MacArthur NASB Study Bible Notes. (La Habra, CA: The Lockman Foundation, 2006), 294. 
 

24 New King James Version, New KJV Bible, (Nashville: Nelson Publishing - Harper Collins, 2012), Deuteronomy 32:35. 
 

25 Holy Bible – King James Version, Scofield Study Bible, (New York: Oxford University Press, 2000), Hebrews 10:30-
31. 
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3. Revenge goes against the command to love thy neighbor as thyself.   
  
Romans 12:17-20 
 
17 Recompense to no man evil for evil. Provide things honest in the sight of all men. 
 

18 If it be possible, as much as lieth in you, live peaceably with all men. 
 
19 Dearly beloved, avenge not yourselves, but rather give place unto wrath: for it is written, 
Vengeance is mine; I will repay, saith the Lord. 
 

20 Therefore if thine enemy hunger, feed him; if he thirst, give him drink: for in so doing thou 
shalt heap coals of fire on his head.26 
 
     Like it was stated in the summary of the introduction; God will use your love as heaping 
coals shame and guilt to melt their heart or as heaping coals of judgment.  Therefore if thine 
enemy hunger, feed him; if he thirst, give him drink: for in so doing thou shalt heap coals of fire 
on his head.27 

 
     This is the uncommon principle known as ministering to your enemies. Instead of seeking 
to hurt or harm them, we should be trying to help them even though they have brought hurt 
and harm to us. This is what Paul means by - ‘Let us therefore follow after the things which 
make for peace, and things wherewith one may edify another.’28 
 
     If it is possible, live peaceably with all men. This command in Romans, Paul is pulling from 
Proverbs 25:21-22: ‘If thine enemy be hungry, give him bread to eat; and if he be thirsty, give 
him water to drink: 22 For thou shalt heap coals of fire upon his head, and the LORD shall 
reward thee.’29 
 
     Such fiery hot coals may be used as judgment upon one’s enemy to harden their heart as 
part of God’s plan of vindication for His elect. However, we do not know the mind or the will 
of God. As the hot fiery coals were dropped in the ancient days and used to soften the hard 
metals for shaping, so can these hot coals of love be dropped upon the head of the enemy to 
soften ones heart to kindness. Possibly even bringing them to repentance.  
 

• In the context Paul is using it in Romans, this is the sense he is referring to; going all 
the way back to what to Master taught. 
 

 
__________________________________________ 
26 Holy Bible – King James Version, Scofield Study Bible, (New York: Oxford University Press, 2000), Romans 12:17-
19. 
 

27 21st Century King James Version, KJV Bible KJ21, (Gary, SD: 21st Century King James Bible Publishers), Romans 
12:20. 
 

28 Holy Bible – King James Version, Scofield Study Bible, (New York: Oxford University Press, 2000), Romans 14:19. 
 

29 Ibid., Proverbs 25:21-22. 
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Matthew 5:43-48 
 

43 Ye have heard that it hath been said, Thou shalt love thy neighbour, and hate thine enemy. 
 

44 But I say unto you, Love your enemies, bless them that curse you, do good to them that hate 
you, and pray for them which despitefully use you, and persecute you; 
 

45 That ye may be the children of your Father which is in heaven: for he maketh his sun to rise 
on the evil and on the good, and sendeth rain on the just and on the unjust. 
 

46 For if ye love them which love you, what reward have ye? do not even the publicans the 
same? 
 

47 And if ye salute your brethren only, what do ye more than others? do not even the publicans 
so? 
 

48 Be ye therefore perfect, even as your Father which is in heaven is perfect.30 
 
     When we refrain from repaying evil with evil and minister to our enemies (if possible) we 
a demonstrating a super-natural unnatural Christ-like behavior that will leave any average 
person awe struck.  
 

- Ministering to our enemies could diffuse the hostilities. 
- Ministering to our enemies could bring the judgment of God upon them. 
- Ministering to our enemies could bring conviction and shame to our enemy. 
- Ministering to our enemies could ultimately bring them to repentance and faith in 

Lord Jesus Christ. 
 
This last verse bring us to our fourth and last point. 
 

4. Revenge submits to evil rather than to good.  
 
Romans 12:17-21 
 

17 Recompense to no man evil for evil. Provide things honest in the sight of all men. 
 

18 If it be possible, as much as lieth in you, live peaceably with all men. 
 

19 Dearly beloved, avenge not yourselves, but rather give place unto wrath: for it is written, 
Vengeance is mine; I will repay, saith the Lord. 
 

20 Therefore if thine enemy hunger, feed him; if he thirst, give him drink: for in so doing thou 
shalt heap coals of fire on his head. 
 

21 Be not overcome of evil, but overcome evil with good. 31 
 

     This last point, the act of revenge submits to evil rather than to good.  On the other hand, 
let me put it another way for you so maybe it can hit home to help. Revenge submits to that 
which is unholy, which is the total opposite of God. 
 

__________________________________________ 
30 Holy Bible – King James Version, Scofield Study Bible, (New York: Oxford University Press, 2000), Matthew 5:43-48. 
 

31 21st Century King James Version, King James Version Bible KJ21, (Gary, SD: 21st Century King James Bible 
Publishers), Romans 12:17-21. 
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     When one seeks revenge and does not turn it over to God, they are utterly overcome of 
evil.  The total opposite of God, a complete contrast of that which they have been consecrated 
to be, and that is holy.  
 
     Revenge takes many forms and shapes and it controls and ruins lives. It lies and murders, 
revenge will deceive and lust after what the flesh wants and not what will glorify God. 
Reminds me of the story in John 8. 
 

‘I know that ye are Abraham's seed; but ye seek to kill me, because my word hath 
no place in you. 38 I speak that which I have seen with my Father: and ye do that 
which ye have seen with your father. 39 They answered and said unto him, 
Abraham is our father. Jesus saith unto them, If ye were Abraham's children, ye 
would do the works of Abraham. 40 But now ye seek to kill me, a man that hath 
told you the truth, which I have heard of God: this did not Abraham. 41 Ye do the 
deeds of your father. Then said they to him, We be not born of fornication; we 
have one Father, even God. 42 Jesus said unto them, If God were your Father, ye 
would love me: for I proceeded forth and came from God; neither came I of 
myself, but he sent me. 43 Why do ye not understand my speech? even because 
ye cannot hear my word. 44 Ye are of your father the devil, and the lusts of your 
father ye will do. He was a murderer from the beginning, and abode not in the 
truth, because there is no truth in him. When he speaketh a lie, he speaketh of his 
own: for he is a liar, and the father of it. 45 And because I tell you the truth, ye 
believe me not.’32 

 
     When we are attacked by the enemy and refuse to take revenge, we are the one winning 
in this warfare. However, when we step into the flesh and lash out and seek vengeance 
against God’s holy mandate we are behaving in the manner of these Jews in John chapter 
eight; and Jesus said unto them, ‘You are of your father the devil, and your will is to do your 
father's desires.’33 
 
Romans 12:21 
 

21 Be not overcome of evil, but overcome evil with good. 34 

 
     A great test of spiritual maturity is when the believer is facing their enemy. When a 
believer has been done wrong, and had real evil brought against them, either from a non-
believer or another believer; this is when the true test of our spirituality will be manifested. 
It will show where we are in our walk with God, this is why Paul admonishes us to be not 
overcome with evil, but to overcome such evil with good. 
__________________________________________ 
32 Holy Bible – King James Version, Scofield Study Bible, (New York: Oxford University Press, 2000), John 8:37-45. 
 

33 English Standard Version, ESV Reformation Study Bible, (Orlando: Reformation Trust of Ligonier Ministries, 2015), 
John 8:44a. 
 

34 Holy Bible – King James Version, Scofield Study Bible, (New York: Oxford University Press, 2000), Romans 12:21. 
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     In closing, here is a text that will truly help when going over these four summary principles 
of this lesson and fulfilling a proper application in our life with not letting such evil overcome 
us, but overcoming evil with good for the glory of God. 
 
2 Timothy 2:19-26 
 
19 Nevertheless the foundation of God standeth sure, having this seal, The Lord knoweth them 
that are his. And, let every one that nameth the name of Christ depart from iniquity. 
 

20 But in a great house there are not only vessels of gold and of silver, but also of wood and of 
earth; and some to honour, and some to dishonour. 
 

21 If a man therefore purge himself from these, he shall be a vessel unto honour, sanctified, and 
meet for the master's use, and prepared unto every good work. 
 

22 Flee also youthful lusts: but follow righteousness, faith, charity, peace, with them that call on 
the Lord out of a pure heart. 
 

23 But foolish and unlearned questions avoid, knowing that they do gender strifes. 
 

24 And the servant of the Lord must not strive; but be gentle unto all men, apt to teach, patient, 
 

25 In meekness instructing those that oppose themselves; if God peradventure will give them 
repentance to the acknowledging of the truth; 
 

26 And that they may recover themselves out of the snare of the devil, who are taken captive by 
him at his will.35 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
__________________________________________ 
35 Holy Bible – King James Version, Scofield Study Bible, (New York: Oxford University Press, 2000), 2 Timothy 2:19-
26. 
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