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TEXT:  Romans 12:19-20  (Historic Epistle Lesson)
THEME:  DO WHAT WITH MY ENEMIES?

1. Let the Lord Avenge
2. Heap Burning Coals

Do not take revenge, my friends, but leave room for God's wrath, for it is written: "It 
is mine to avenge; I will repay," says the Lord.  On the contrary:  "If your enemy is 
hungry, feed him; if he is thirsty, give him something to drink.  In doing this, you will 
heap burning coals on his head."  NIV 

Dear Christian Friends,

“I’m going to get even with you!”  These are words spoken often in anger, in spite of the old 
adage that says, “Don’t get mad; get even.”  All of us have heard others speak them or 
even scream them.  Perhaps they have even come from our lips.  We want others to suffer 
in the same way we suffer.  We feel it is our right to exact some revenge.  After all, it’s only 
fair!  Besides, how else will the one who has hurt us learn not to do it again unless we 
punish that person in some way? …  See how easy it is to rationalize our sinful revenge?

Vengeance is a natural trait for sinful human beings; it’s been around since the days of 
Cain and Abel.  It was the trait to which Jesus was referring when he said, "You have 
heard that it was said, 'Eye for eye, and tooth for tooth.'   

But Jesus strongly questioned this motto.  Instead he asserted, “But I tell you, Do not 
resist an evil person. If someone strikes you on the right cheek, turn to him the other 
also” (Matt 5:38-39).  Jesus speaks clearly:  We are not to seek revenge.  Revenge simply 
isn’t our job.

Our Savior practiced what he preached.  Remember, perfect, holy Jesus was mocked and 
ridiculed for saying that he was the Son of God, when in fact he was exactly that.  How 
unjust!  Jesus was hit and scourged and whipped and crucified by the very people for 
whom he was suffering and dying.  How unfair!  Jesus had every right to get even with 
them, to seek some revenge.  Yet Peter tells us that when Jesus’ enemies insulted him, he 
did not retaliate, and when they made him suffer, Christ made no threats.  “Instead, he 
entrusted himself to him who judges justly” (1 Peter 2:23).  In other words, Jesus 
handed the job of vengeance over to his heavenly Father.  The Son addresses his Father 
like King David of old:  “Arise, O LORD, in your anger; rise up against the rage of my 
enemies” (Psalm 7:6).  He believed the words that Paul would later quote from 
Deuteronomy 32:35:  “It is mine to avenge; I will repay.  In due time their foot will slip; 
their day of disaster is near and their doom rushes upon them.”  Jesus entrusted the 
task of revenge to his Father, and he has asked his followers of every age to do the same.  

But that’s not easy, is it?  We want revenge now.  We want restitution now.  We want to see 
justice now.  We think that revenge can’t wait!  But God says, “Be patient.  I will repay.  
Leave room for my wrath.”
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It takes a large measure of faith to entrust the Lord with the job of revenge.  We have to 
trust that he sees our pain and considers our suffering.  It takes believing that God really 
cares about our plight.  It means realizing that the Lord is our avenger.  

The Lord promises us that he will take care of revenge, and he does the job well.  In fact, 
he does it perfectly.  We have nothing to worry about.  Just trust him.

Jesus doesn’t want us seeking revenge on our enemies.  Instead he says, “If someone 
strikes you on the right cheek, turn to him the other also” (Matthew 5:39).  In the 
same sermon, Jesus raises the bar to an even higher level.  He goes on to say:  “Love 
your enemies and pray for those who persecute you” (Matthew 5:44).  

Love your enemies?  That’s certainly not the way this world operates, but our Savior plays 
by a different set of rules.  Yes, Jesus is so different, because he actually loves his 
enemies.

And who are Jesus’ enemies? We all were by nature.  “Like the rest,” Paul tells us, “we 
were by nature objects of [God’s] wrath” (Ephesians 2:3).  Yes, we were God’s prime-
time enemies because of our sinful lives.  In his holiness, God hates sinners.  The Psalmist 
says:  “You hate all who do wrong” (Psalm 5:5).  But thankfully, in his love he also loves 
sinners.  In fact, he loves us so much that he sent Jesus to reconcile himself to the world, 
as we hear in 2 Corinthians 5:19:  “God was reconciling the world to himself in Christ, 
not counting men's sins against them.”  Jesus came to wash away our sins and bring us 
into a new relationship with our heavenly Father.  “When we were God’s enemies, we 
were reconciled to him through the death of his Son” (Romans 5:10).  In fact, “God 
demonstrates his own love for us in this:  While we were still sinners, Christ died for 
us” (Romans 5:8).  What love Jesus shows to his enemies!  What love he shows to us!

Now, as followers of Jesus, we have been called to exhibit this same type of love.  Frankly, 
it isn’t easy to do this.  Sometimes, we may even need to swallow hard in order to pull it off.  
But we also need to recognize how God might be working behind the scenes in the lives of 
our enemies through our words and actions of love.

And what is the ultimate purpose in showing love to our enemies?  Paul tells us.  He says, 
“In doing this, you will be heaping burning coals on his head.”  In other words, we 
may lead our enemies to ask, “Why is this person showing me love in the face of my 
animosity?”  We hope that by our examples of patient and forgiving love, patterned after 
our Savior’s patient and forgiving love, we will lead our enemies to rethink their sinful 
actions.  We pray that our loving reactions might win over our enemies and turn them to 
faith in Jesus.  We trust our Savior to work such changes by his gospel.  So don’t just be 
patient and forgiving; tell your enemy WHY you are being patient and forgiving:  because 
Jesus is patient and forgiving with you.  

Don’t seek revenge on your enemies; leave that to the Lord.  Instead, love your enemies 
because Jesus loves you, is patient with you, and forgives you.  Amen.

—Pastor Richard D. Starr
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Prayer of the Church

Lord Jesus, help us remember that behind every rough-and-tumble, 
unpleasant, nasty, and different-than-me exterior is a blood-bought 
soul that is precious in your sight.  Keep us from thinking more 
highly of ourselves than we ought.  We confess that too often we 
say and do things that we shouldn’t.  Forgive us, Lord Jesus.

Help us to love others as you have loved us.  Help us always keep 
the peace with everyone, as far as that peace depends on us.

Dear Lord, of all people, you had the most reason to seek revenge 
on your enemies—not only those who physically mistreated you—
but also us, your enemies by nature.  Thank you for not taking 
vengeance on us but for saving us through your holy life, your 
innocent death, and your glorious resurrection.  Now help us entrust 
all our feelings of revenge to you.  Help us to follow your example 
and to always love even our enemies.

Special intercessions

Lord Jesus, in your Holy Supper, you give us the greatest gift of 
all—the gift of yourself.  With the bread and wine, you give us your 
body and blood for our forgiveness.  You give us a taste of heaven.  
Give us repentant hearts as we approach your table.  Grant that we 
may receive this supper of forgiveness, life, and salvation in humble 
faith.  

Hear us, Lord Jesus, as we pray the prayer you taught us:

THE LORD’S PRAYER


