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February 19, 2017     Romans 12:17–21  

 

17 Do not pay anyone back evil for evil. Focus on those things that everyone considers noble. 18 If it is 

possible, as far as it depends on you, maintain peace with everyone. 19 Do not take revenge, dear friends, 

but leave room for God’s wrath. For it is written, “Vengeance is mine; I will repay,” says the Lord. 20 

But: 

If your enemy is hungry, feed him; if he is thirsty, give him a drink. 

For by doing this, you will heap burning coals on his head.   

21 Do not be overcome by evil, but overcome evil with good. 

 

Dear believers in our forgiving God of justice,  

 

Payback is the way of our world.  Movies revolve around payback.  Relationships sometimes go from one 

payback to the next.  Protests and violence are being used to try and force an agenda when votes and laws are 

not enough.  But God’s way is different - it is meant to be enlightening in a dark world of vengeance.  Do not 

pay back evil for evil.    

 

We are nearing the end of Epiphany.  Our next season is Lent.  It is God’s divine way of payback - on His SON 

instead of on US.  It is a beautiful thing to watch Jesus take so much abuse and pain, all for us.  Throughout the 

process Jesus trusted that the Father would receive His soul and raise Him from the dead.  He believed that 

through His death justice would be served and sins would be paid for.  Instead of being filled with anger and 

vengeance at those who were crucifying Him, He prayed for the forgiveness of those who were crucifying Him 

and He became that forgiveness.   This is the light of our salvation.  This is the way God has chosen to 

administer justice.  We are called on, in faith, to use the cross as God’s means of justice.  So it should not 

surprise us that Jesus expects us to deal with evil and injustice in the same way when we face our enemies.  

 

Paul never defines the enemy - where he comes from or why he is there.  In the end, it doesn’t really matter.  

Some days your enemy might seem to be your closest friend, your child, or even your spouse - and you may 

have nothing to do with it.  But here’s what Paul says to do, Focus on those things that everyone considers 

noble. 18 If it is possible, as far as it depends on you, maintain peace with everyone.  “Focus on” really 

means to look ahead, to plot and to plan on how you can do good and beautiful things - things that people have 

no reason to get angry at you for.  While sticking to your principles, do all you can to be a peaceable person.  

Think of ways that you can love your husband or wife the way that they want you to love them.  Think of ways 

things that you can do for your parents that would make them happy to have you around.  Ask yourself, “How 

can I be an easy employee to get along with and work with?  How can I make my teacher’s job easy for him?”  

Try to be a blessing to those in your life, not a curse.   Don’t make it easy for people to hate you.  

 

That starts with how you look at other people - don’t be at war with them.  You can go to work with a head of 

steam at your co-workers, just knowing that they are going to mess something up.  You can come home from 

work looking for dirty dishes or unmade beds.  You can come to church ready to complain about the music or 

the sermon.  Valentine’s Day can end up making people angry because you know your significant other isn’t 

going to get you anything.  People can tell when you’ve got a burr under your saddle, even when you aren’t 

saying anything.  We say, “Look out!  He’s on the warpath!”  
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It’s even harder to be peaceable with people who are on the warpath with you.  That was David’s situation in 

the Old Testament lesson.  David killed Goliath on behalf of Saul’s army.  He played the harp for Saul to chase 

evil spirits out of him.  He had been a faithful warrior and went on many successful war efforts for Saul.  But 

the people became enamored with David and sang how he killed his tens of thousands, while Saul they only 

gave credit for killing thousands.  That refrain irked Saul.  God also anointed David to be the next king when 

Saul had rejected the leadership of the Lord.  So Saul hated him for that too - because Saul wanted his own 

children to reign when he died.  There was nothing David could do about it. He didn’t choose to be anointed as 

the next king.  He was only being a faithful warrior as Saul asked him to be.  Nonetheless, Saul hated him for it 

and went on a mission to kill David.   He couldn’t live at peace with Saul, but it wasn’t his fault. 

 

There are people like that in life - no matter how much you do right or how hard you try - it’s never good 

enough - or sometimes it’s too good.  When one athlete gets first team all conference and the others don’t, the 

others get angry and jealous - even though the one athlete helped the team with his or her play.  When a worker 

does an honestly good job and he gets a raise or a promotion, then the others who didn’t get the promotion are 

angry with that worker as well.  People hate you for doing what you do well.  There are unhappy and miserable 

people and no matter what you do they will be unhappy and miserable people.  They will be mean and angry 

with you too, no matter how cheery you are towards them or how much you do for them. 

 

Think of Jesus.   He healed the sick and chased out demons.  He was forgiving and merciful and kind.  Yet the 

religious leaders of His day were still angry with Him because He healed people on the Sabbath.  He spoke of 

mercy and forgiveness to those who the religious elites didn’t think deserved it, so they hated him for 

welcoming people they didn’t even want.  But Jesus didn’t stop loving people just because they got angry with 

Him.  He didn’t let them stop being Himself.  Even from the cross, Jesus didn’t let their taunts and jeers keep 

Him from doing what He came to do.  He died for them anyway, and He prayed for the forgiveness of those 

who were crucifying Him as He said, “Father, forgive them, for they know not what they do.”   

 

The story of David is amazing too.  When Saul attacked David in 1 Samuel 26, it was the SECOND time that 

David had an opportunity to kill him.  The first time happened in chapter 24.  Saul went into a cave to go pee, 

and while he was relieving himself David snuck up behind him and cut off a corner of his robe.  He called out to 

Saul then and showed him how merciful he was being, but then Saul decided to attack David AGAIN.  And 

again, while the LORD put Saul and his men into a deep sleep, David could have killed Saul, but he DIDN’T!  

Why not?   

As surely as the LORD lives,” he said, “the LORD himself will strike him; either his time will 

come and he will die, or he will go into battle and perish. 11 But the LORD forbid that I should lay 

a hand on the LORD’s anointed.   (1 Sa 26:10–11).   

Notice the profound sense of respect that he showed towards Saul because he still was the LORD’s anointed 

king - even though Saul was trying to kill him!  He trusted that the LORD could see to it that Saul would die in 

his own time - that he didn’t have to take justice into his own hand.  Even though David had the power and 

opportunity to kill Saul two times and even though his closest advisors were begging him for justice, David 

remained peaceable because of the way he viewed Saul, and also because of a great faith that God would see 

justice done one way or another.   

 

Jesus didn’t threaten the people who were crucifying Him with death and hell, because He looked at them as 

having been misled into an unwarranted hatred of Him.   David didn’t kill Saul because he had a deep and 
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profound respect for the fact that he was still the anointed king of Israel.  How you look at people will effect 

how you respond to their anger or hostility towards you.  If someone is being driven by jealousy and thinks you 

are an arrogant jerk, it doesn’t mean that you should just blow them off and ignore them.  You can pray for 

them.  You can do your best to prove them wrong.  David respectfully and honorably addressed Saul’s attitude 

towards him as he defended himself.  All people are created by God.  Jesus died for all people as well.   We 

don’t want them to be enemies with us or with Jesus.  

 

Think of those who make your life the most miserable.   Are they angry with us because they have 

misconceptions of what we are?  Muslims, for instance, are taught that Christians believe that God fornicated 

with Mary for her to give birth to Jesus.  They think that our version of the Trinity is God the Father, the Son, 

and the virgin Mary.  They are heavily misled on what we believe and teach.  Should we hate them for that or 

try to correct the record?  Now, if they still choose to hate us as we show them kindness and try to explain our 

faith, then so be it.   

 

Some of that hatred and anger can come from years of hen-pecking within the home - where one spouse 

incessantly attacks another for doing this and the other thing wrong.  After years of bickering the one spouse 

retreats into a silent corner, saying nothing.  It leads to more anger on the one being ignored and also a silent 

anger or indifference from the one who can do nothing right.  This happens in Christian homes where God tells 

us to turn the other cheek and love as Christ loved the church.  The revenge comes in silence or an even more 

heated accusatory tone.   

 

If I believe that God is truly a God of justice, I know that HE knows the truth.  If I believe that all will have to 

stand before the judgment seat of Jesus Christ on that Final Day, then I won’t worry so much if someone thinks 

I’m something I know I’m not and God knows I’m not.  If Jesus could put up with people mocking him and 

spitting at Him and nailing Him to a cross, then maybe I can put up with someone calling me lazy or yelling at 

me once in awhile.  After all, He puts up with my complaints every day and forgives me every day!  I won’t feel 

like I have to get them back for how they treated me.  I will pray for them and be willing to suffer under them in 

hopes that mercy will and forgiveness will win the day.  Justice has been served at the cross, and justice will be 

served on Judgment Day for those who deny the cross.  That’s how David let Saul live.  He knew that God 

would take care of Saul in His own time and way.  He left room for God’s wrath.  He knew it was not his role to 

play God.  He was willing to live in a cave as long as the Lord allowed Saul to live.   

 

David’s kindness and mercy led Saul to tears when he first let Saul live.  The second time Saul was just as 

moved.  He said,  

“I have sinned. Come back, David my son. Because you considered my life precious today, I will 

not try to harm you again. Surely I have acted like a fool and have erred greatly. . . . May you be 

blessed, my son David; you will do great things and surely triumph.”  

Through David’s mercy it led Saul to repent of his sins - at least temporarily and to bless David publicly.  It was 

quite a change from a man who had sought David’s life, even if it did end up being temporary.   

 

This is what Paul described as putting burning coals on someone’s head.  It is an expression that is meant to 

describe bringing someone to repentance, to make their face red and sweaty in sorrow over what they’ve done.  

It’s not meant to make them boiling mad, but to make them sorrowfully ashamed when you’re nice to someone 

who has been mean to you.   
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It may be hard to believe but there are Muslims who have converted to Christianity in Germany.  As much as 

you hear all of the horror stories about the rapes and the violence, there are other hidden stories of those who 

have been moved by the kindness of Christians who have taken the time to witness to them.   

 

I know of husbands and wives who entered into marriage treating their spouses the way their father treated their 

mother or vice versa.  The other spouse may have had to put up with a lot of laziness or anger or other problems 

- sometimes for years.  Instead of running from the marriage, the stronger one stuck it out.  Sometimes through 

the consistent prayer and patience and love of the one spouse - sometimes the anger or the impatience of the 

other spouse changes for the better.  The love of the spouse softens the anger of the other.  Sometimes, years 

after a divorce, the spouse at fault will look back and realize that he or she messed up.  Think about a child who 

finally faces the death of a parent he or she did nothing but treat miserably give trouble to.  Then they realize 

their sins and come to understand how good they had it.  Their heads get hot with sorrow and remorse.  The 

Holy Spirit brings words of conviction and also words of forgiveness in Jesus, and God wins in His own way.   

 

Just think of how Jesus’ words of forgiveness melted the heart of the one convict who had been mocking him 

earlier in the day.  He prayed, “Jesus, remember me when you come into your kingdom.”  Jesus promised 

Him paradise.  How did Jesus win the man?  Through His kind words of forgiveness and through His innocent 

suffering and death.  The teachers of the Law and the Pharisees thought that by killing Jesus they could shut 

Him up for good.  Little did they know that by killing Him they put the most powerful words in Jesus life 

through His death - “It is finished.”  It was through Jesus’ mercifully allowing them to kill Him that He brought 

life and light to the world. 

 

You have opportunities to show this same kind of light and mercy in your life, through your own suffering of 

injustice.  As long as Satan and his unbelievers are in this world you will have enemies and they will attack in 

unfair and sometimes dirty ways.  You will have people that want to hate you and say evil about you.  Paul 

says, Do not be overcome by evil, but overcome evil with good.  Do not BE OVERCOME by evil - don’t let 

it overcome you by thinking that you must answer evil with evil.  Let God work His holy vengeance where and 

when He wills.  Leave room for His wrath.  The way to overcome evil is with good - the good of Christ 

crucified.  He came to die for sinners, to love them to death.  Show them this love and mercy in the way you 

treat others who hate you with that same kind of love, so the light of Christ can shine brightly in this dark and 

vengeful world.  Amen.  


