
Sermon Notes on “How to Get Revenge” Romans 12:17-21 
● Paul turns his instruction regarding our horizontal responsibility to the unbelieving 

world and how we respond to their opposition and evil attitudes, words and 
actions.  His main lesson is this: No matter what the offense, believers should 
always do what is right and good toward our adversaries, letting God carry out 
His justice. 

  
● As recipients of God’s “mercies” (v. 1) and love (Rom. 5:5), God has empowered 

His people to do two things when wronged and allow God to avenge any evils: 
  
1.      Follow God’s absolute restriction (v. 17a, 19a – “never”) 
  
We can all choose to live on one of three levels: 

1. The Satanic level: returning evil for good 
2. The human level: returning good for good/evil for evil 
3. The God-like level: returning good for evil and this is the level God desires 

for us to demonstrate. 
  
We must keep in mind the distinction between personal justice (“eye for an eye” is 
personally forbidden) and public justice (“eye for an eye” carried out by God-ordained 
government) 
  
Paul gives 4 reasons why it’s always wrong to “pay back evil for evil” or take 
“revenge” 
  

● Personal retaliation undermines human rightness (v. 17b): personal revenge 
clouds true justice since it’s not focused on doing what is best for others (this 
passage doesn’t address God’s rightful means of human government to pursue 
justice on behalf of its citizens – Rom 13:1-7) 

  
● Personal retaliation undermines peacemaking (v. 18): personal revenge isn’t 

about peacemaking, but getting its own pound of flesh and it perpetuates the 
vicious cycle. 

  
● Personal retaliation undermines God’s authority (v. 19b): revenge is God’s 

domain, so personal vengeance trespasses on God’s territory and never 
achieves the perfect justice God can achieve. 

  



● Personal retaliation undermines overcoming evil with good (v. 21): personal 
revenge responds to wrong with more wrong that we think is needed justice, but 
our response corrupts true justice. 

  
2.      Follow God’s abnormal responses (v. 12d:17b-18, 19b-21) 
  

● It’s normal & natural to do what you think is good, but God says to act with 
unbelievers in mind (v. 17b): This verse literally says, “take thought in advance 
for what is visibly good in the sight of all people”, so God is instructing us to think 
about how our goodness will be displayed for the good of our enemies and our 
testimony. 

  
● It’s normal & natural to divide, but God says to pursue peace (v. 18): Beware 

of three things: 1) Beware of pragmatism that says, “I tried, but it didn’t help, so 
I’m giving up” or “it didn’t work, so it’s a waste of my energy”; 2) Beware of 
expectations (It takes two to make peace, but sometimes, not matter what we 
do, our adversary doesn’t want peace, but we pursue peace anyway and avoid 
exacerbating the offense); 3) Beware of compromise: We’re never allowed to 
compromise God’s truth, so always do what honor’s God’s command, but look for 
ways to pursue peace. 

  
● It’s normal & natural to take justice into your own hands, but God says to 

trust Him (v. 19b): there’s a big difference between our justice (emotional, 
limited knowledge, excessive, punitive) and God’s (rational, all-knowing, 
proportional, punitive and remedial). His justice will be far better than ours and 
it’s just not our role (read again v. 14). 

  
● It’s normal & natural to withhold good from your enemy, but God says to 

serve them (v. 20): Paul cites Prov. 25:21-22 to show how we need to go above 
and beyond by doing more than just resisting revenge, but giving them what they 
need.  This goodness can be used by God to heap “burning coals” of shame, 
guilt and remorse that may lead them to repentance and salvation. 

  
● It’s normal & natural to be a victim, but God says to be an overcomer (v. 

21): Be an overcomer (Greek word is nike and means victor or victory) by not 
allowing yourself to be overcome by the evil against you, but overcoming that evil 
with deeds of goodness toward the adversary.  This is the example of God (Rom. 
5:10) and His Son Jesus Christ (Lk 23:34) who “entrusted Himself” to God “who 
judges righteously” (1 Pet. 2:21-24) 


