
Romans 12:19-21 
This morning I would like to start with a story. 
It is about David and Saul. 
1 Samuel 24:1-22 (NKJV)  
1 Now it happened, when Saul had returned from following the Philistines, that 
it was told him, saying, "Take note! David is in the Wilderness of En Gedi."  
Now remember that David was God’s pick for the next King.  Saul knew it.  And 
Saul resented David.  He was jealous of David.  He was envious of David.  And his 
attitude grew into hatred.  What did David do to win that regard from Saul?  He 
only did good.  He was only obedient to God and he was as submissive to Saul as 
he could be.  So Saul’s whole evil attitude toward David was wrong.  It was 
uncalled for.  It was evil.  Saul’s desire to harm David was simply evil. 
 
2 Then Saul took three thousand chosen men from all Israel, and went to seek 
David and his men on the Rocks of the Wild Goats.  
3 So he came to the sheepfolds by the road, where there was a cave; and Saul 
went in to attend to his needs. (David and his men were staying in the recesses 
of the cave.)  
4 Then the men of David said to him, "This is the day of which the LORD said to 
you, 'Behold, I will deliver your enemy into your hand, that you may do to him 
as it seems good to you.' " And David arose and secretly cut off a corner of 
Saul's robe.  
So Saul pulls together his troops for what?  For national security?  To protect the 
borders?  No, to kill one of its own citizens, and an exemplary citizen and war 
hero at that.  You see there truly is nothing new under the sun. 
Now Saul went to a cave because he had to go to the bathroom.  And David and 
his men happened to be hiding in that very cave.  Do you think that was a 
coincidence?  Do you think that was chance?  No way.  God had this encounter 
arranged.   
Now, David’s men all thought this was the day they had waited for.  They 
regarded this as the opportunity for David to avenge all of the personal wrongs 
that he had experienced at the hand of Saul.  They were tickled.  They attributed 
it to God’s goodness.  They thought they had God’s plan figured out. 
So what did David do?   
He dealt Saul a severe blow.  He did harm to his wardrobe.  He cut his clothing.  
Here is David’s big chance to get even with Saul.  Here is his chance to end the evil 
that Saul was doing to David.  And what does he do.  Snip snip.  That is it.  And 



how does David feel about this conquest, this seeming bit of mischievous 
behavior? 
5 Now it happened afterward that David's heart troubled him because he had 
cut Saul's robe.  
6 And he said to his men, "The LORD forbid that I should do this thing to my 
master, the LORD'S anointed, to stretch out my hand against him, seeing he is 
the anointed of the LORD."  
David felt guilty.  He felt guilty.  Imagine that.  And why?  Was Saul not really 
intending David harm?  No, that’s not it.  Saul would have eagerly killed David if 
he could.  Why did he feel bad?  The answer is not so much about what David 
thought of Saul.  It was what David thought of God.  Who was Saul?  Saul was the 
Lord’s anointed.  God had selected Saul to rule the country until God replaced him 
with David.  So David’s attitude was to trust in God’s timetable, in God’s justice, in 
God’s plan.  And even the slightest failure to do so was a big deal to David.  David 
lamented that he did any evil to Saul, no matter what Saul would have done to 
David.  Because David saw it from God’s perspective, not his own. 
Now, what do you think the rest of David’s men were thinking?  Do you think they 
shared in David’s perspective?  Not a chance. 
 
7 So David restrained his servants with these words, and did not allow them to 
rise against Saul. And Saul got up from the cave and went on his way.  
8 David also arose afterward, went out of the cave, and called out to Saul, 
saying, "My lord the king!" And when Saul looked behind him, David stooped 
with his face to the earth, and bowed down.  
9 And David said to Saul: "Why do you listen to the words of men who say, 
'Indeed David seeks your harm'?  
10 Look, this day your eyes have seen that the LORD delivered you today into 
my hand in the cave, and someone urged me to kill you. But my eye spared you, 
and I said, 'I will not stretch out my hand against my lord, for he is the LORD'S 
anointed.'  
11 Moreover, my father, see! Yes, see the corner of your robe in my hand! For in 
that I cut off the corner of your robe, and did not kill you, know and see that 
there is neither evil nor rebellion in my hand, and I have not sinned against you. 
Yet you hunt my life to take it.  
12 Let the LORD judge between you and me, and let the LORD avenge me on 
you. But my hand shall not be against you.  



13 As the proverb of the ancients says, 'Wickedness proceeds from the wicked.' 
But my hand shall not be against you.  
14 After whom has the king of Israel come out? Whom do you pursue? A dead 
dog? A flea?  
15 Therefore let the LORD be judge, and judge between you and me, and see 
and plead my case, and deliver me out of your hand."  
Here it is.  Here is the point.  Here is our text from Romans this morning.  We 
could probably stop here and just say, “You know what David did?   Do that.”   
David did not repay evil with evil.  He had the perfect chance.  But he did not.  In 
fact the words that he yelled from the mouth of the cave were good.  They were 
respectful words.  They were kind.  He did not demean Saul.  David just defended 
his position.  That is all he did.  And then he announced where his trust lied.  He 
never said that he trusted Saul.  But he did trust God.  And he trusted God to 
deliver him out of an impossible situation. 
You see when David went to the mouth of the cave and began to speak, he did 
the unthinkable militarily.  He gave up his position to a vastly superior force.  It 
was stupid humanly speaking.  But David was not coming from a merely human 
perspective.  David was depending upon God to take care of him. 
You see, that is what our text in Romans displays as well.  This is not a human 
strategy that will always work.  No.  This is a command from God that God will 
always honor. 
 
16 So it was, when David had finished speaking these words to Saul, that Saul 
said, "Is this your voice, my son David?" And Saul lifted up his voice and wept.  
17 Then he said to David: "You are more righteous than I; for you have 
rewarded me with good, whereas I have rewarded you with evil.  
18 And you have shown this day how you have dealt well with me; for when the 
LORD delivered me into your hand, you did not kill me.  
19 For if a man finds his enemy, will he let him get away safely? Therefore may 
the LORD reward you with good for what you have done to me this day.  
20 And now I know indeed that you shall surely be king, and that the kingdom 
of Israel shall be established in your hand.  
21 Therefore swear now to me by the LORD that you will not cut off my 
descendants after me, and that you will not destroy my name from my father's 
house."  
22 So David swore to Saul. And Saul went home, but David and his men went up 
to the stronghold. 



Here we have it.  This is the classic case of a good action causing hot coals to be 
placed upon an evil person’s head.  Here is proud Saul, stricken by the kindness 
that David had shown him.  How does he respond?  He cries.  David inflicted pain 
upon Saul by doing him an act of kindness, an act of love. 
Let’s look at our text this morning, now that we have the perfect example of its 
application. 
Romans 12:19-21 (NKJV)  
19 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. 
Often the best test for our spiritual state is to be confronted with the Word of 
God and watching our response. 
We can have all kind of feelings and sentiments toward God, but that doesn’t 
count for anything.  It is very rare in scripture that our feelings indicate anything 
accurately about our standing with God.  It is what we believe enough to act 
upon that matters.  That shows whether we have faith or not.  And here we have 
a command.  It is a very hard command to obey. 
Brad can probably tell you first hand just how hard it is.  In fact, most of us have 
probably found ourselves in this position. 
Evil is done against us.  And there is no sense denying it.  It is evil.  Things are 
often done against us that have nothing to do with any act we have done.  We are 
simply the victim of some kind of evil done by a person who is acting evilly.  Look 
all through scripture and you will see this theme continually.  Cain killed Abel.  
Joseph was sold into slavery.  Joseph was falsely accused of a crime.  It just goes 
on and on.   
And when evil is done to us, we are given VERY strict instructions.  These are not 
negotiable.    do not avenge yourselves.  This means that we are not to do or 
even wish any harm to come to those who have done us evil. 
So right off the bat we are given very direct instruction when we are found in a 
place where we have unjustly been treated evilly.  There is no negotiation.  There 
is no wiggle room.  God simply says, do not avenge yourself or do not do harm to 
the one that harmed you. 
Yes, that goes against every instinct.  If you were to eliminate vengeance you 
would have very few of the violent films out today.  Mike told me once that he 
had somewhat of a personal legalism regarding vengeance films.  He didn’t watch 



them because it appealed too much to his flesh’s way of thinking.  They feed 
desires that should not be fed.  I was a bit embarrassed at the time because I had 
never noticed that.  But they do. 
Then Paul goes on to say-  
but rather give place to wrath 
We could look at the other places where this word for “give place to” is used, but 
we really don’t need to.   It means what it looks like it means.  Rather than doing 
harm to those who do harm to us, we should simply stop that pursuit and instead, 
give place to God’s wrath.   
So what this means is that we trust that God will grant justice in His own time.  
We are to do nothing to repay evil with evil.  If someone does us or those we love 
harm, it is not for us to stalk them down and make them pay in any way.  David 
even felt guilty to cut up Saul’s robe.  And he is a very good example to follow. 
It is easy to think that it is up to us to make people pay for those evil things they 
have done to us, but very simply it is not.  That is all God’s problem.   
Do you think your situation is different? 
Do you think that you are correct in tracking someone down in order to hurt them 
for what they have done for you?  Well scripture isn’t exactly silent on this 
matter. 
 
Deuteronomy 32:35 (NKJV)  
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.' 
So in Deuteronomy we see this is first stated.  This is not a New Testament 
principle.  This has been in place ever since the law was instated.   When personal 
wrongs are done to us, it is not our job to repay them.  God will in His own way 
and time.  
 
2 Samuel 22:47-48 (NKJV)  
47 "The LORD lives! Blessed be my Rock! Let God be exalted, The Rock of my 
salvation!  
48 It is God who avenges me, And subdues the peoples under me; 
Here we see David, I believe, saying the same thing.  And the beauty of David is 
that he put his money where his mouth is.  He practiced what he preached. 
 
Nahum 1:2 (NKJV)  



2 God is jealous, and the LORD avenges; The LORD avenges and is furious. The 
LORD will take vengeance on His adversaries, And He reserves wrath for His 
enemies; 
Notice that God is very good at getting this job done.  But it is only against HIS 
enemies that He takes this approach. 
There is something worthy to note here.  Sometimes those who act like our 
enemies do not turn out to be God’s enemies.  Think about Paul here.  Would you 
really want to see the Apostle Paul to be condemned and punished for the harm 
he did to believers?  Think about that.  The people who he harmed faced real 
harm, maybe extreme harm.  They would have thought of Paul as one of God’s 
enemies.  How would they know any different?  Suppose one of them would have 
taken vengeance?  Suppose one of them would have killed Saul before he became 
Paul?  Do you see the harm that would have happened to God’s plan?   
You see, we do not know who God’s enemies are.  Just because someone is acting 
as our enemy does not mean they are God’s enemies. 
Now you might think about the Psalms of David where he pronounces judgment 
upon God’s enemies.  Oh how he hates them and cannot wait for their 
punishment.  But then look at how he deals with his personal enemies.  Look at 
how he dealt with Saul.  Why the difference?   
It is the difference between those who do us harm and those who hate God.  And 
quite frankly, we cannot tell the difference.  We don’t know who God plans to 
save.  It is very safe to wish God’s enemies to face God’s wrath.  But frankly, we 
don’t know who they are.  So David shared in God’s heart when he said what he 
said in Psalms.  But we cannot put names to those titles, so we do well to simply 
obey the commands we are given this morning. 
Let’s look at more of what is said about vengeance. 
Hebrews 10:29-30 (NKJV)  
29 Of how much worse punishment, do you suppose, will he be thought worthy 
who has trampled the Son of God underfoot, counted the blood of the covenant 
by which he was sanctified a common thing, and insulted the Spirit of grace?  
30 For we know Him who said, "Vengeance is Mine, I will repay," says the Lord. 
And again, "The LORD will judge His people." 
This should be a frightening verse to us who claim to believe Christ.  It is written 
to us.  It is written to people who understand that Christ died for our sin but then 
we willingly and knowingly pursue a sinful path.  Above all this morning, we 
should search our hearts to make sure this is not describing us.  A believer should 
never feel safe in a path of sin.  Never. 



We don’t need to doubt that God will one day dole out justice, even to so called 
believers who tramples on His grace to them.  He most certainly will.  And it will 
be perfect justice.  People will get exactly what they deserve.  But that is not for 
us to do. 
Colossians 3:6 (NKJV)  
6 Because of these things the wrath of God is coming upon the sons of 
disobedience, 
Back to our text in Romans we see it says 
"Vengeance is Mine, I will repay," says the Lord. 
So with all this we can see that it is not that God is only love, as some of the 
popular teachers want to say.  No God has many attributes and all of them 
complement the rest of them.  God will avenge.  But it is not for us to do.  After 
all, none of us are fit to deal out justice.  If we, ourselves, received justice, we 
would be condemned.  But we were dealt with grace.  And that is exactly what 
our hope should be for every person who does us harm.  That is the point. 
So Paul goes on by quoting a verse in Proverbs 25:21-22 
 
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."  
Now, to refrain from vengeance can sometimes be a very, very difficult thing to 
do.  In fact, it requires a supernatural power to do this kind of thing.  We have no 
reason as mere humans, as citizens of this planet to do such a thing.  So our claim 
to faith is tested right off the bat.  But it goes much further than this. 
We are not only commanded to refrain from doing the negative.  We are 
commanded to do the positive. 
 "If your enemy is hungry, feed him; If he is thirsty, give him a drink; 
Now keep in mind this person has acted as our enemy.  They have done us 
significant harm.  They intended us evil.  This is serious stuff.  We may have 
wanted to hunt them down and kill them.  We may have wanted to at least inflict 
upon them the same harm they inflicted upon us.  But we were pierced by the 
Holy Spirit and refrained.  We determined to trust God in this regard.  We would 
trust God to dole out whatever penalty this person deserved.  In fact, we may 
have gotten the point that God was kind to US when we were God’s enemy.  So 
we get it.  We see that it is not for us to deal out justice on those who are acting 
like our enemies, but may not be God’s enemy. 
But God goes farther in His demands upon us.  He tells us to do acts of kindness to 
those who have done true evil to us, true cruelty to us, true harm to us.  Oh 



doesn’t our flesh rise up against that?  Don’t we think of a million reasons not to 
do such a thing?  Of course this course of action will just be foolishness we think.  
How could God expect us to do such a thing? 
But we cannot forget that God’s end for us is not temporary happiness but 
eternal holiness.  And His plan is to spend very great prices to win to Him those 
He chooses.  So when He asks us to partner with Him in this process, this really 
isn’t out of the ordinary for Him.  Look at the price He had His Son pay for us. 
So he tells us to do the unthinkable.  Treat our enemies with kindness, with those 
things that meet their needs, with those things that grant them comfort, with 
those things that bring pleasure to their lives, even if all their actions have 
deprived us of pleasure and have brought hurt. 
Now we might want to ask, why?  Why would God ask us such a thing? 
 
For in so doing you will heap coals of fire on his head." 
I am going to borrow from a quote from John MacArthur 
The phrase “heap burning coals upon his head” referred to an ancient Egyptian 
custom. When a person wanted to demonstrate public contrition, he would carry 
on his head a pan of burning coals to represent the burning pain of his shame and 
guilt. The point here is that, when we love our enemy and genuinely seek to meet 
his needs, we shame him for his hatred. 
So do you get it?  This is a method that God uses to make those who appear to be 
His enemies into His friends, those who are lost into those who are found.  And 
He is willing to pay a big price for such a thing.  He does not promise that it will 
always accomplish that end, because the truth is, it will not.  But that does not 
stop Him from using it.  Our business is not how effective God’s methods are.  
Our concern is only that they are God’s method. 
Our job is oh so very simple.  We are to obey.  We are to submit. 
There are many people who have come to Christ in this method.  It is quite 
possible that Paul was affected by what he saw in the death of Stephen.  This is a 
hallmark of a Christian.  You certainly won’t see it commonly demonstrated in the 
Muslim religion, or any others for that matter.  A Christian can do good to those 
who hate him because God did good to us when we hated Him.  We are only 
giving what we have already received.  That is only true of Christianity. 
 
Now to the last verse, verse 21 
 
21 Do not be overcome by evil, but overcome evil with good. 



Christians are defined by scriptures as overcomers.  It is not enough to just 
maintain.  We must grow.  We must face the obstacles in our lives and overcome 
them. 
Here the problem is evil. 
And think about it.  This is a double edged sword.  First we are being attacked 
with the evil that is done to us.  We can’t allow it to overwhelm us.  We can’t 
allow it to sidetrack us so that we quit running in the race that we are given to 
run.  Some evils done to us are very horrific.  It is easy to imagine an evil that 
would undo us.  But we know that we are in the hollow of God’s hand.  Nothing 
can happen to us that is greater than God’s provision for us to overcome.  We can 
be so very thankful for that. 
But then there is another evil.  That is the evil that we are tempted to respond 
with.  And that is every bit an equal problem.  You see, the evil done to us does 
not define us.  It does not determine what we do.  We are free to choose. 
But our choice does define us.  If we choose to retaliate, if we choose to pay back 
evil with evil, if we choose revenge, we have allowed ourselves to become 
overcome.   
But that is not the path God has for us to follow.  We are to first, think through 
the evil that is done to us properly, we must accept that God has allowed it in our 
lives and that whoever did this to us will face God.  We should want for them 
what we wanted for ourselves when we were God’s enemy. 
Then our response must be dealt with.  We cannot let down our guard.  We must, 
at this point, determine how to do good to the person who did evil to us.  If there 
is any way to show kindness and love, we should.  If there is a way to meet a need 
we should. 
And when we do this we will know that we are children of our Father.  We will be 
following Christ’s example who did all this when He suffered prior to dying during 
the crucifixion.  He showed us everything we needed to know about how to 
respond to evil when He went through the trial, the torture, and then the public 
execution.  So we know how it is done. 
I guess the point of application today is first 
Are you in the midst of having evil done against you? 
Are you refusing to come up with any plans to retaliate? 
Are there any ways that you can love the person who did this to you?  Is there a 
way to show them kindness or meet a need? 
That is the way of Christ. 
 


