
Sermon 172: Romans 12:19-21: Blessed are the Peacemakers: Part Four

OUTLINE

Who we are
Who God is
What our duty is

INTRODUCTION

Paul now draws his teaching on loving our enemies in this section to a close.  Usually when 
we come to the end of a discussion on a thing we leave the important things, and 
summarising statements to the end.  That is exactly what Paul does here in Romans 12:19-
21, ‘Beloved, never avenge yourselves, but leave it to the wrath of God, for it is written, 
"Vengeance is mine, I will repay, says the Lord." 20 To the contrary, "if your enemy is 
hungry, feed him; if he is thirsty, give him something to drink; for by so doing you will heap 
burning coals on his head." 21 Do not be overcome by evil, but overcome evil with good.’  
The idea of loving our enemies is a very important one.  If you were drawing a discussion 
on this matter to a close and you wanted to leave the church with three key ideas as a 
conclusion what three things would you choose to emphasize?  Here are Paul’s three.  He 
tells us what we are, who God is and what our duty is.  We are the beloved of God; God is 
the holy judge, and a summarising way to sum up all of our actions of love towards our 
enemies is, to overcome evil with good.  

Let’s explore each of these.

Beloved of God

Paul is going to ask these Christians to do some impossible things like never avenge 
themselves; and always overcome evil with good.  But before he gets to the hard stuff; 
before he lays down the law which would seem impossible and even unfair he reminds us 
about the fact that we are the beloved of God. ‘Beloved, never avenge yourselves….’  

Why does Paul begin his concluding thoughts reminding the Romans that they are loved by 
God?  The first thing a Christian questions when they are suffering or persecuted is the love 
of God.  If God is good and loves me why are such painful things happening to me?  If God 
really loves the church then why does He allow such terrible things to happen to Christians? 
It is the pattern of scripture to remind the suffering that they are loved by God.  In the book
of Revelation, the book that reveals the terrible war that the church is going to be a part of, 
John begins with a reminder about who God is and how we are loved, 1:4-6, ‘John to the 
seven churches that are in Asia: Grace to you and peace from him who is and who was and 
who is to come, and from the seven spirits who are before his throne, 5 and from Jesus 
Christ the faithful witness, the firstborn of the dead, and the ruler of kings on earth.  To him
who loves us and has freed us from our sins by his blood 6 and made us a kingdom, priests 
to his God and Father, to him be glory and dominion forever and ever. Amen.’   Kings and 
kingdoms are about to fall, thousands of Christians are about to be martyred, the reality of 
God’s love is clearly stated despite the false conclusions examining the circumstances could 
lead us to.    

Now this notion of being loved by God is a very important theme running through the book 
of Romans.  Paul in his greetings to the Romans reminds them of four theological realities 
concerning themselves, they are called, they belong to Jesus, they are saints and they are 



loved of God, 1:6-7.  The central wonder of the gospel is that a holy God loves a sinner like 
me, but this is the fact of the matter, despite the sufferings and persecutions I may go 
through.  

Now Romans develops this notion of being the beloved of God in very important ways.  We 
want to follow Paul’s line of argument, so that we can get to the point he is with the 
Romans in chapter 12.  We want to understand the love of God towards us so that when we
are suffering and persecuted we will not doubt God’s love, and more than that we will never
avenge ourselves and meet all evil with an overcoming good.  Let’s trace our his argument.

Paul began Romans with the bad news, that the wrath of God is revealed against all 
unrighteousness.  The bad news was that God is holy and acts against sin, it became 
apparent that it was not just the bad people who are under God’s wrath, but that we are all 
sinners.  Not only that we are incurably sinful and can’t stop sinning, and on top of that the 
law which we all desperately grasp for to try and make ourselves righteous is a ladder we 
attempt to get ourselves into heaven with but which breaks under our feet and leaves us 
more broken than before.  
But because of God’s love He will do for us what we cannot do for ourselves.  He will not 
only do it for us, but He will do it to Himself, and to His Son, His most beloved.  He does not
love us when we are good, or when we make ourselves worthy, He does not love us when 
we try harder than others, or if we are born of the right race.  God loves His enemies.  Paul 
develops this thought in chapter 5.  In chapter 5 Paul is telling the Romans about how they 
can know they are children of God.  He wants to pile on the assurance of their hope of 
heaven.  Because they are justified they have peace with God, access to God, they have a 
certainty of going to heaven.  The Christian is able to rejoice in trials because all our pains 
are controlled by our Father and employed for His good purposes.  But Paul feels it 
necessary to drive home the reality that we are indeed loved by God.  He is aware that the 
concept of suffering raises the question whether God is good and whether we will make it to
the end; he knows the natural doubt that arises so he gives an argument to prove that 
suffering is not a sign of God’s displeasure He does love us and will finally save us.  He 
makes the statement that hope will not  put us to shame , in other words the promise of 
heaven will not be withdrawn at the last moment.  And Paul gives us an argument to prove 
that God is not playing a cruel game with us, but in fact loves us.  5:8-9, ‘but God shows his
love for us in that while we were still sinners, Christ died for us. 9 Since, therefore, we have 
now been justified by his blood, much more shall we be saved by him from the wrath of 
God.’

Christian if you want to know God’s love here it is.  While you were putrid, vile, an enemy in
nature and action He gave His most precious Son in exchange for you.  His pain is a pain 
that is louder than yours.  Here is a proof that speaks louder than any pain you can 
experience—Christ suffering the wrath of God in the place of His church.  When your mind 
lists in the direction of thinking, ‘life is so full of heartache and pain, God cannot love me if I 
am suffering so much.’  Shout it down with this one thought, ‘Christ has died.’  Do not allow 
any thought to have your attention more than the one it cost God the most to communicate,
‘God loves you.’  When pain is shouting at you that God does not love you, look at the cross 
and shout back with all your might, ‘God loves me!’     

Paul expands on this further in Romans 8.  In Romans 8:18 he talks about the sufferings of 
this present time.   He talks about creation groaning.  However, we have the firstfruits of 
the Spirit who is the guarantee of our inheritance of glory.  So when the difficulties of this 
life come upon us, we are not overcome because of the certainty of our hope.  On top of 
that we know God is working all things together for good, and this is all because of His love 



for us.  Paul tells us that God loved us in eternity past and all those who He has set His 
eternal love upon, they will be called, justified and finally glorified.  Paul goes on to talk 
about the amazing salvation that we have been saved with, that it cannot be reversed for it 
is God who justified and Christ who died.  Then in the grand climax of the chapter Paul asks,
‘Who shall separate us from the love of Christ?’  Here is his answer, ‘Shall tribulation, or 
distress, or persecution, or famine, or nakedness, or danger, or sword? 36 As it is written, 
"For your sake we are being killed all the day long; we are regarded as sheep to be 
slaughtered."  No, in all these things we are more than conquerors through him who loved 
us. 38 For I am sure that neither death nor life, nor angels nor rulers, nor things present nor
things to come, nor powers, 39 nor height nor depth, nor anything else in all creation, will 
be able to separate us from the love of God in Christ Jesus our Lord.’  God’s eternal love 
which He set upon in eternity past will have its object of desire.  His eternal power has 
exercised itself in an irreversible salvation where God has acted to be the sacrifice and the 
Saviour, and is constantly exercised in bringing all our sufferings not to destroy us but to 
turn out for good, so that finally there is nothing in all creation that can pry you out of His 
hands.

Now we are ready to hear Paul speaks about God’s love in Romans 12:19.  For Paul merely 
has to drop this one word, and all of what he has already explained is what he is expecting 
these suffering Romans to remember.  We are loved by a God who is a good Father, who 
turns our pains to work for His purposes, who is stronger than any enemy we can ever face.
The pains He allows are not signs of weakness or displeasure.  This one word should cause 
that sentiment of 8:18 to rise up within us to enable to patiently endure, ‘For I consider that
the sufferings of this present time are not worth comparing with the glory that is to be 
revealed to us.’  Whenever we think of the love of God we should think of a love that will 
overcome and cause us to be more than conquerors.  We will have eternal glory and joy no 
matter the temporary difficulties we face.  This one word should quiet every restless heart, 
every complaint, every temptation to lash out at those who are hurting us and our stuff.  
For in this one word we are reminded of the hope that we glory in, the joy we can have in 
our trials as they are in the designs of our good Father, that our true treasure is not in 
anything in this life, and this time of suffering is so short.  Having reminded the Romans of 
this perspective defining truth, now he can call them to what would otherwise seem 
impossible tasks.  To never avenge, and always return good for evil, only those who have 
their pains dwarfed by the hope that lies before them can rise to such difficult tasks.  
Without the brightness of our hope before us made certain to us by a never failing love, 
such laws would seem oppressive and cruel.  

Picture it like this.  Imagine you are in an oppressive country like the old Soviet Union where
you have been oppressed, where you have a few meagre possessions.  But then God comes
and He makes you a citizen of a new and better country.  He legally guarantees your 
citizenship and a new house, a new car, a new life where everything will be better.  There is
a date in the future when all of this will become yours.  But in the meantime God asks you 
to take you meagre possessions and to give them away, to not cling to them as if you had 
no other future before you.  He asks you to do good to the oppressive regime and your 
vindictive neighbours in the hope that some of them will also want to leave and go to this 
new country.  Some mornings you may wake up and things aren’t going well and you don’t 
have many comforts, perhaps some of your neighbours who are working for the corrupt 
government are making your life hard.  You may be tempted to despair, but then you reread
the legal paperwork that reminds you that this is all temporary and you are enabled to go 
out with new vigour into your difficult world and shed some light in the darkness of others.  
This is the effect that the word ‘Beloved’ should have in your life.  If there is ever only one 
word that you ever need to hear from the mouth of God it is this one, ‘Beloved.’      



Who God is

Our confidence is not only in God’s unchanging love but also His unchanging holiness.  Paul 
says ‘Beloved, never avenge yourselves, but leave it to the wrath of God, for it is written, 
"Vengeance is mine, I will repay, says the Lord."’  Not only are we freed from worrying 
about whether God will sustain us to glory, but we are also freed from the responsibility in 
our weakness to try and inflict justice.  The KJV says, ‘but rather give place unto wrath.’  
The question then arises, whose wrath?  Is it the wrath of the person afflicting us?  Is it our 
wrath, or the wrath of God?  The face that Deuteronomy 32:35 is quoted with reference to 
God’s wrath argues for the wrath we are to give place to being God’s wrath.  Since we have 
established that it is God’s wrath we have to make another choice.  Is the wrath in question 
the wrath of God as it is given expression through legitimate authorities as Paul states it in 
13:4 when speaking of the ruler he says, ‘for he is God's servant for your good. But if you 
do wrong, be afraid, for he does not bear the sword in vain. For he is the servant of God, an
avenger who carries out God's wrath on the wrongdoer.’  Or is Paul referring to judgement 
day wrath?  Since we have it in the Greek as ‘the wrath’, and since not all evil is necessarily 
punished by earthly authorities, it is most reasonable to assume Paul is speaking of God’s 
judgement day wrath against sin.  

So this is his thought, Christian never take your own revenge because God will settle all 
scores on judgement day.  John Murray has some powerful words to say at this point: ‘Here 
we have what belongs to the essence of piety.  The essence of ungodliness is that we 
presume to take the place of God, to take everything into our own hands.  It is faith to 
commit ourselves to God, to cast all our care upon him and to vest all our interests in him.  
In reference to the matter in hand, the wrongdoing of which we are the victims, the way of 
faith is to recognise that God is judge and to leave the execution of vengeance and 
retribution to him.  Never may we in our private personal relations execute the vengeance 
which wrongdoing merits.’  In other words, we never have the right to act like God and take
personal revenge.  This is not forbidding policemen and other legal officials from doing their 
job.  It is forbidding that vindictive vigilantism that the hatred in our heart wants to inflict.   

How does God’s wrath enable us to be patient and not take our own vengeance?  Doesn’t 
the notion of waiting for God’s wrath somehow contradict the God of love we have just 
spoken about?  Miroslav Volf was a theologian who wrestled deeply with these questions 
and here is what he writes: ‘I used to think that wrath was unworthy of God. Isn’t God love?
Shouldn’t divine love be beyond wrath? God is love, and God loves every person and every 
creature. That’s exactly why God is wrathful against some of them. My last resistance to the 
idea of God’s wrath was a casualty of the war in former Yugoslavia, the region from which I 
come. According to some estimates, 200,000 people were killed and over 3,000,000 were 
displaced. My villages and cities were destroyed, my people shelled day in and day out, 
some of them brutalized beyond imagination, and I could not imagine God not being angry. 
Or think of Rwanda in the last decade of the past century, where 800,000 people were 
hacked to death in one hundred days! How did God react to the carnage? By doting on the 
perpetrators in a grandparently fashion? By refusing to condemn the bloodbath but instead 
affirming the perpetrators basic goodness? Wasn’t God fiercely angry with them? Though I 
used to complain about the indecency of the idea of God’s wrath, I came to think that I 
would have to rebel against a God who wasn’t wrathful at the sight of the world’s evil. God 
isn’t wrathful in spite of being love. God is wrathful because God is love.’1 

1 http://www.anchorcourse.org/god-is-wrathful-because-god-is-love/



Given our lust for revenge it is a good thing that we can leave our revenge to the God will 
never over or under punish.  Every sin will get exactly what it deserves.  It is this reminder 
of a perfectly just and holy God which removes any anxiety about sin being punished, it 
removes any God complex we may have, and removes the opportunity to sin when our 
emotions get too heated.  We are freed to pursue holiness, and so we live in faith, leaving it
to God to avenge.  Listen to Psalm 37:1-9 as a similar exhortation to this one, I will 
emphasize the applications parts for us: ‘Fret not yourself because of evildoers; be not 
envious of wrongdoers!  For they will soon fade like the grass and wither like the green 
herb.  Trust in the LORD, and do good; dwell in the land and befriend faithfulness.  Delight 
yourself in the LORD, and he will give you the desires of your heart.  Commit your way to 
the LORD; trust in him, and he will act.  He will bring forth your righteousness as the light, 
and your justice as the noonday.  Be still before the LORD and wait patiently for him; fret 
not yourself over the one who prospers in his way, over the man who carries out evil 
devices!  Refrain from anger, and forsake wrath!  Fret not yourself; it tends only to evil.  For
the evildoers shall be cut off, but those who wait for the LORD shall inherit the land.’   

What our duty is

If we are not to worry and doubt God’s love for us when we suffer persecution; and if we 
are not to take revenge, what are we to do?  ‘To the contrary, "if your enemy is hungry, 
feed him; if he is thirsty, give him something to drink; for by so doing you will heap burning 
coals on his head." 21 Do not be overcome by evil, but overcome evil with good.’  Paul is 
quoting Proverbs 25:21-22 as he seeks to give a summarising statement about how we are 
to respond to people who do evil to us.  We are to do the opposite of revenge, we are to 
love them.  Paul draws on the proverb because of the very practical nature of the actions 
outlined.  If your enemy is hungry feed him, if thirsty give him something to drink.  These 
are token actions which imply helping them out no matter what their needs may be, not 
limiting them to food and drink.  
Now there is a little discussion in the commentaries about what Paul means by heaping 
colas on their heads.  Is this an attempt to shame, or is it an attempt to get them to rack up
more judgement for themselves.  Any reading which makes it a vindictive way of trying to 
get a soft revenge is excluded.  The comment may be included merely because it is part of 
the proverb he wanted to quote, but if it is deliberate, it is likely that Paul hopes that by 
doing good, the person would be convicted of sin and perhaps converted.

V21 is a wonderful summary of all of what Paul has been saying about our love towards our 
enemies since v14, ‘Do not be overcome by evil, but overcome evil with good.’  The key 
word is overcome.  We do not simply return good for evil, but we return good with the 
expectation that the good will overcome the evil.  We are freed to do good, to love, and 
trust God to use it to bring other sinners to Christ.    

Let me close with the story of Jackie Hamill.  “Jackie and fourteen members of her Church 
travelled to the Philippines to minister in a military prison there.  They were concerned for 
the lost souls of the inmates, many of whom were Communist Guerrillas in prison for 
murder.  Suddenly the silence was broken by the sounds of fighting and gunshots.  The 
inmates were rioting and had overpowered the guards, seizing their guns and ammunition 
to make an escape.  The evangelists were taken hostage and held for three days.  During 
this time, Jackie and one other girl were raped repeatedly.  But even in the moments when 
she suffered the greatest shame, Jackie prayed for her captors and spoke to them about 
God’s love.  Her face did not show panic, revulsion or hatred, but glowed with the 
brightness of God’s light.  During her imprisonment, she led the team in singing God’s 



praises and presented the Gospel to her captors.  One of the rioting inmates threw down his
gun and received Jesus as his saviour.
On the third day, there was a shoot out between the prisoners and soldiers who came to 
stop the riot.  Jackie and Juliet, a 16 year old, were shot.  Even as Jackie lay dying, she 
raised her hands to God, praying for the rioting inmates and for the soldiers.  She died while
singing to God.”  Jesus Freaks p226-227.
             
       


