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Overcome Evil 
Romans 12:19-21 

 
Beloved, do not avenge yourselves, but rather give place to wrath; for it 
is written, “Vengeance is Mine, I will repay,” says the Lord. 20 Therefore 
“If your enemy is hungry, feed him; If he is thirsty, give him a drink; For in 
so doing you will heap coals of fire on his head.” 21 Do not be overcome by 
evil, but overcome evil with good (Romans 12:19-21). 
 
Beloved, do not avenge yourselves, but rather give place to wrath; for it 
is written, “Vengeance is Mine, I will repay,” says the Lord (Romans 
12:19). 
 
God’s Domain 
 
 Years ago I came upon a Far Side cartoon strip written by Gary 
Larson depicting Frankenstein as a student in elementary school.  He had 
apparently gotten himself in trouble (the brief cartoon doesn’t tell us what 
he did) but the punishment had him at the chalkboard repetitively writing, 
“I will not play in God’s domain.”  It was funny. 
 My first thought though when I read it, what that it is impossible for 
creatures to play in God’s domain.  That is to say, if Dr. Frankenstein was 
capable of creating life from dead tissue, one must conclude that that such 
an act wouldn’t put you on the doorstep of godhood.  It would be 
something God had determined to be a human capability.  It should be 
considered a silly thought that God is somehow nervous that we might 
figure Him out and take His place. 
  

…there is one God, the Father, from whom are all things and 
for whom we exist, and one Lord, Jesus Christ, through whom 
are all things and through whom we exist (1 Corinthians 8:6). 

 
 Yet in a certain sense (certainly not in the incommunicable attributes, 
like omniscience, omnipresence, the power to create ex nihilo, etc.) it is 
possible for us to play in God’s domain. 
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Avenge or Revenge? 
 
 Throughout this chapter we’ve been instructed on avoiding a spirit of 
retaliation.  We have learned that we are to bless those “who persecute” us 
(Romans 12:14. We are to “repay no one evil for evil” (Romans 12:17).  
And we read in our current passage that we are not to “avenge” ourselves.  
What does it mean to avenge oneself?  What is the difference between 
avenge and revenge? 

There are words in Hebrew, Greek and English that are very difficult 
to distinguish.  For example, “test” and “tempt” peirazo are often the same 
word in Greek.  One has a positive connotation and another a negative.  
And the primary reason for a certain translation will be context. These 
types of distinctions are sometimes difficult to make.   

Even in the English, we might struggle in making a distinction 
between a reward and a bribe-knowing one is good and the other bad.  If 
you promise you child ice cream for mowing the lawn, is that a reward or a 
bribe?  What is the difference between an intimate and healthy small group 
and a clique?  Were the Apostles a clique?  Were Peter, James and John (the 
more intimate group within the Apostles) a clique within the clique? 

In the Hebrew “avenge” and “revenge” naqam may be the same 
word.  The simple definition of avenge ekdikeo means to repay harm with 
harm on the assumption that the initial harm was unjustified.  Just to be 
clear, what the Apostle Paul is not addressing is our interactions with an 
innocent party.  He is writing about our interactions with those who do 
“evil”, those who are genuinely out to get you-those who “persecute” you, 
recognizing that that word “persecute” from verse 14 means “to 
systemically organize a program to oppress and harass.”1    
 It is here, perhaps more than anywhere, that we are tempted to play 
in God’s domain.  It is precisely in that place where we feel most justified 
in our indignation-having been genuinely mistreated that the 
counsel/command is offered, that we do not take matters into our own 
hands.  We do not avenge ourselves, but rather “give place to wrath” 

recognizing that vengeance belongs to God.  It is His and He will repay. 
 

                                                 
1 Louw, J. P., & Nida, E. A. (1996). Greek-English lexicon of the New Testament: based on 

semantic domains (electronic ed. of the 2nd edition., Vol. 1, p. 498). New York: United Bible 

Societies. 
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Vengeance, Wrath, Repayment 
 
 I anticipate a great hue and cry at this juncture-speaking of a God 
who exacts vengeance, wrath and repayment.  But the caviling against such 
things belongs only to a people who have spent their lives in luxury, 
prosperity and freedom.  What we need to know for now is that when 
vengeance, wrath and repayment are in the hands of God, it simply 
amounts to justice; things that are wrong have been made right.  
“Righteousness and justice are the foundation of (His) throne” (Psalm 
89:14). 
 

He has shown strength with His arm; He has scattered the 
proud in the imagination of their hearts.52 He has put down 
the mighty from their thrones, And exalted the lowly. 53 He 
has filled the hungry with good things, And the rich He has 
sent away empty (Luke 1:51-53). 

 
 We will see in the next chapter that one of the means by which God 
achieves this, at least in history (as opposed to the final day of judgment) is 
through the governing authorities.  This type of thing should not surprise 
us.  We often see God using human agency to bring His vengeance.   
 

And I will lay my vengeance upon Edom by the hand of my 
people Israel, and they shall do in Edom according to my 
anger and according to my wrath, and they shall know my 
vengeance, declares the Lord God (Ezekiel 25:14). 

 
 And God’s vengeance is not always brought by those seeking to 
honor Him.  Habakkuk records that God raised up the “bitter, hasty, 

terrible, dreadful” Chaldeans as the hand of His judgment.  We will build 
upon this thought in the chapter to come. 
 
The Offended Party 
 
 The point for now is that we are not to take justice into our own 
hands (and by justice I am not talking about protecting our homes from 
intruders or our families from predators, which may require very 
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aggressive actions on our parts-this is not justice but obedience to God’s 
call to preserve life, property, etc.).  When we take justice/vengeance into 
our own hands, we are seeking to take it out of the hands of God.  It is here 
that we are seeking to play in God’s domain.  When Paul writes “give 
place to wrath” that “place” topon (think of a topographical map which 
offers the contour lines of various domains) belongs to God. 
 The Apostle Paul uses the same word in the fourth chapter of 
Ephesians where we’re called to get control of our anger, our tongues, our 
laziness, etc.  Our failure in these areas “give place (topon) to the devil” 

(Ephesians 4:27).  We’re giving the enemy room to operate.  It might be put 
this way:  When we give the devil a place, we will seek to take away God’s 
place. 
 “Vengeance is Mine” we read.  Those words are spoken as if God is 
the offended party.  But one might say “I am the offended party!  The 
persecution, the evil, was aimed at me! The dagger has been stuck in my 
chest!”  I think we will find it quite unhealthy and unbiblical (at least in an 
ultimate sense) to view things that way.   
 In David’s great prayer for God’s abundant mercy, he utters the very 
confusing words “Against you, you only, have I sinned and done what is 

evil in your sight” (Psalm 51:4).  In his adultery and murder, weren’t there 
other victims?  Would not the family of Uriah the Hittite, whom David 
murdered, have objected that Uriah had been sinned against, and them as 
well?   
 What David came to understand was that his sin against God made 
his sin against men negligible.  This may be a mature concept (one that we 
will not likely achieve on this side of glory) but what I must come to realize 
is that when I am offended (assuming the offense is truly a sin), it is not I 
who am offended but God.  This is certainly not an easy thing to achieve-to 
somehow remove yourself from the equation.  If a parent, for example, is 
dishonored by their child, it may very well cause the parent to respond in 
anger or even grief that they have been treated this way.  But what should 
truly grieve the parent is that their child has offended God by transgressing 
His command. 
 We need to be careful not to de-personalize the verities (that which is 
true and virtuous-goodness, hope, love, compassion, sympathy, justice, 
etc.).  It might bother us when we see someone lie because truth is a virtue.  
It troubles us when we observe the innocent oppressed or evil prevail 
because justice has not been done.  But truth is not God and justice is not 
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God and love is not God.  It is just the opposite.  God is truth, God just and 
God is love.  These are personal attributes of a personal God and apart 
from God, these words will eventually come to mean nothing.   
 No doubt there is some (albeit darkened by sin) universal knowledge 
of the verities.  But it is in our nature to press down the knowledge of their 
source.  There might even be national outrage at injustice.  But apart from 
acknowledging an ultimate and authoritative source of justice, the outrage 
is shallow and will be short-lived. 
 In 1972 a man named Laszlo Toth dealt a dozen hammer blows to 
Michelangelo’s Pieta (not addressing the issue of graven images at this 
juncture).  But he did not attack Michelangelo, without whom there would 
be no Pieta.  Does anyone think that attacking the things I’ve made is a 
more egregious offense than attacking me?  Apart from God, truth, justice, 
honor, love become ethereal, undefined abstractions with no claim in our 
lives and no ability to be offended or make things right even if they were.  
Truth has no hammer-God has a hammer (Jeremiah 23:29). 
 And might be fitting at this point for us all to reflect that apart from 
God bringing the hammer of His justice upon His own Son, there is not a 
one of us who would not also be the object of His vengeance.   
 All this to say that we are to view the offenses of others as a sin 
against God and we are to trust that God will address the matter (again, 
this may happen in history, it may involve human agency.  Things we will 
address in the next chapter).  It’s been said: 
 

The manner is added, a place is to be given to wrath. To give 
place to wrath, is to commit to the Lord the right of judging, 
which they take away from him who attempt revenge. Hence, 
as it is not lawful to usurp the office of God, it is not lawful to 
revenge; for we thus anticipate the judgment of God, who 
will have this office reserved for himself. He at the same time 
intimates, that they shall have God as their defender, who 
patiently wait for his help; but that those who anticipate him 
leave no place for the help of God. 2 

 
 So if I am not to avenge myself, what am I to do? 
 

                                                 
2 Calvin, J. (1998). Romans (electronic ed., Ro 12:19). Albany, OR: Ages Software. 
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Therefore “If your enemy is hungry, feed him; If he is thirsty, give him a 
drink; For in so doing you will heap coals of fire on his head (Romans 
12:20).” 
 
Heaping Coals 
 
 So far from seeking revenge, I am called to feed and give drink to my 
enemy.  By food and drink he likely means whatever good thing is 
necessary for my enemy’s welfare.  We are called to a loving and very 
counter-intuitive response.  Now there are a variety of interpretations to 
what it means to “heap coals of fire” on the head of your enemy.  We 
probably don’t want to push the ‘I may not be able to get you, but God will 
sure get you” spirit too far with this verse.  As if God is my personal hit-
man and the nicer I am to you and worse it will be for you. 
 Yet at the same time, heaping coals of fire almost has a negative 
connotation.  See 2 Samuel 22:9, 13 Psalm 18:8, 12; Job 41:20–21; Psalm 
140:10; Proverbs 6:27–29; Ezekiel 24:11.  And it may very well be that your 
loving response to evil behavior may heighten the judgment of the 
perpetrator.  Peter writes that we are to keep our conscience clear… 
 

…so that, when you are slandered, those who revile your 
good behavior in Christ may be put to shame (1 Peter 3:16). 

 
 But we shouldn’t read this in isolation from the general principle 
given in Scripture of desiring that our words and good deeds bring glory to 
God and repentance to sinners that we “may share with them in” in the 
blessings of the gospel (1 Corinthians 9:23). 
 
Do not be overcome by evil, but overcome evil with good (Romans 
12:21). 
 
Overcome Evil 
 
 As Christians, it should be of paramount importance that we week to 
overcome evil.  And it is a not-so-subtle trick on the part of the enemy to 
convince us that we can overcome evil by using evil.  And we (perhaps) 
unwittingly carry on the enemy’s work to our own ruin and the ruin of 
those we love. 
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 This last phrase literally reads: “Conquer in the good the bad.”  As if 
to say that in the very act of seeking to bless our enemy-feeding and 
providing for our enemy’s welfare, the conquering of the bad is taking 
place. 
 

Questions for Study 
 

1. Is it possible to play in God’s domain?  Explain (pages 2, 3)? 

2. Make distinctions between ‘test’ and ‘tempt’ ‘bribe’ and ‘reward’ 
‘avenge’ and ‘revenge’ (page 3). 

3. Are things like vengeance, wrath and repayment good or evil?  
Explain (page 4). 

4. Who is the offended party when it comes to sin and why does it 
matter (pages 4, 5)? 

5. What are the verities and should we view them as personal or 
impersonal (pages 5, 6)? 

6. How do we avoid being the objects of God’s vengeance (page 6)? 

7. If I am not to avenge myself, what am I to do (pages 6, 7)? 

8. What does it mean to heap coals of fire upon the head of your enemy 
(page 7)? 

9. How are we to overcome evil (page 7)? 
 
 

 


