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Romans 12:17 

Exposition of Romans – Lesson 83 

Introduction: 

     Open your Bibles to Romans chapter 12, we will spend our time in only one verse for this 
lesson, Romans 12:17. I want us to read the last five verses of this chapter as Paul closes out 
the section of practical application in our service in love in relation one to another, before he 
opens up the section of the Christian’s relationship with higher authorities. 
 
This is a very important text to the believer. However, it is often overlooked in Bible study, 
and hardly ever applied in Christian living. It is difficult for two main reasons.  
 

1. This concept of living in grace is completely opposite from the Law. 
2. This concept of living in grace goes against the nature of our flesh. 

 
Romans 12:17-21 
 
17 Recompense to no man evil for evil. Provide things honest in the sight of all men. 
 

18 If it be possible, as much as lieth in you, live peaceably with all men. 
 

19 Dearly beloved, avenge not yourselves, but rather give place unto wrath: for it is written, 
Vengeance is mine; I will repay, saith the Lord. 
 

20 Therefore if thine enemy hunger, feed him; if he thirst, give him drink: for in so doing thou 
shalt heap coals of fire on his head. 
 

21 Be not overcome of evil, but overcome evil with good. 1 
 
     One of the greatest and most difficult test to the believer’s spirituality and Christian 
maturity is when we are looking into the face of an enemy. This is why the Apostle Paul spent 
the last eight verses dealing with our Christian service in love.  
 
     When a believer has been done wrong, and had real evil brought against them, either from 
a non-believer or another believer; this is when the true test of our spirituality will be 
manifested. It will show where we are in our walk with God. 
 
 

__________________________________________ 
1 Holy Bible – King James Version, Scofield Study Bible, (New York: Oxford University Press, 2000), Romans 12:17-21. 
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     The Roman believers to whom the Apostle Paul was writing to were living in a self-
centered, self-seeking, hostile and hateful world. Each and every day their faith in Christ was 
ridiculed. They faced extreme persecution and even the possibility of death for the cause of 
Christ.  
 
     This is one of the hardest test of all. However, Paul knew that one of the best ways to 
demonstrate the Christian faith was to be able to look your enemy right in the eyes and with 
love and compassion upon those that persecute you, refuse to take revenge.  
 
     We demonstrate the true righteousness of God when we refuse to take evil revenge 
against our enemies and do good unto them in spite of their evil against us or even those that 
we love. In fact one of the greatest testimonies for God is when we, as God’s people do not 
seek revenge and do good things for bad people. This shows that we are indeed, different 
than the rest of the world. This is the implication of Romans 12:1-2. 
 
Romans 12:1-2 
 
1 I beseech you therefore, brethren, by the mercies of God, that ye present your bodies a living 
sacrifice, holy, acceptable unto God, which is your reasonable service. 
 

2 And be not conformed to this world: but be ye transformed by the renewing of your mind, 
that ye may prove what is that good, and acceptable, and perfect, will of God. 2 
 
     The fact of the matter is, if you fulfill this command of Romans 12:1-2 you must expect to 
meet with evil in this world. It will not be a bed of roses, of peace and joy all the time because 
you are not to be conformed to this world. 
 
     Jesus even tells us, that He brings a division into the world, so we must therefore respond 
in the manner of love, grace and mercy. 
 

‘Do not think that I came to bring peace on earth. I did not come to bring 
peace but a sword. 35 For I have come to ‘set a man against his father, a 
daughter against her mother, and a daughter-in-law against her mother-in-
law’; 36 and ‘a man’s enemies will be those of his own household.’ 37 He who 
loves father or mother more than Me is not worthy of Me. And he who loves son 
or daughter more than Me is not worthy of Me. 38 And he who does not take his 
cross and follow after Me is not worthy of Me. 39 He who finds his life will lose it, 
and he who loses his life for My sake will find it.’ 3 

 
 

 
__________________________________________ 
2 Holy Bible – King James Version, Scofield Study Bible, (New York: Oxford University Press, 2000), Romans 12:1-2. 
 
3 New King James Version, New King James Version Bible, (Nashville: Thomas Nelson Publishing - Harper Collins, 
2012), 2 Thessalonians 2:13-14.  
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     The Bible tells us again and again that we will face adversities from others in this life – this 
is why this text is so important, it is telling you how you should act, even though you really 
want revenge. 
 

- Matthew 10:16-19 – Behold, I send you forth as sheep in the midst of wolves: be ye 
therefore wise as serpents, and harmless as doves. 17 But beware of men: for they will 
deliver you up to councils, and in their synagogues they will scourge you; 18 yea and 
before governors and kings shall ye be brought for my sake, for a testimony to them and 
to the Gentiles. 19 But when they deliver you up, be not anxious how or what ye shall 
speak: for it shall be given you in that hour what ye shall speak. 4 

 
- Matthew 24:9-10 – ‘Then they will hand you over to [endure] tribulation, and will put 

you to death, and you will be hated by all nations because of My name. 10 At that time 
many will be offended and repelled [by their association with Me] and will fall 
away [from the One whom they should trust] and will betray one another [handing over 
believers to their persecutors] and will hate one another.’ 5 

 
- Luke 21:12-17 – ‘But before all this they will lay their hands on you and persecute you, 

delivering you up to the synagogues and prisons, and you will be brought before kings 
and governors for my name's sake.13 This will be your opportunity to bear 
witness. 14 Settle it therefore in your minds not to meditate beforehand how to 
answer, 15 for I will give you a mouth and wisdom, which none of your adversaries will 
be able to withstand or contradict. 16 You will be delivered up even by parents and 
brothers and relatives and friends, and some of you they will put to death. 17 You will 
be hated by all for my name's sake.’6  

 
- John 15:18-20 – ‘If the world hates you, understand that it hated Me before it hated 

you. 19 If you were of the world, the world would love you as its own. However, because 
you are not of the world, but I have chosen you out of it, the world hates 
you. 20 Remember the word I spoke to you: ‘A slave is not greater than his master.’ If 
they persecuted Me, they will also persecute you. If they kept My word, they will also 
keep yours.’7 

 
- John 16:1-2 – ‘These things have I spoken unto you, that ye should not be offended. 

2 They shall put you out of the synagogues: yea, the time cometh, that whosoever killeth 
you will think that he doeth God service.’8  

__________________________________________ 
4  American Standard Version, ASV Study Bible, (New York, NY: Oxford University Press, 1929), Matthew 10:16-19. 
 
5 Amplified Bible, AMP Bible, (La Habra, CA: The Lockman Foundation, Zondervan, 2015), Matthew 24:9-10. 
 
6 English Standard Version, ESV Reformation Study Bible, (Orlando: Reformation Trust of Ligonier Ministries, 2015), 
Luke 21:12-17. 
 
7 Holman Christian Standard Bible, HCSB. (Nashville: Holman Bible Publishers, 2009), John 15:18-20. 
 
8  21st Century King James Version, King James Version Bible KJ21, (Gary, SD: 21st Century King James Bible Publishers), 
John 16:1-2. 
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- 2 Timothy 3:12-13 – ‘Yea, and all that will live godly in Christ Jesus shall suffer 
persecution. 13 But evil men and seducers shall wax worse and worse, deceiving, and 
being deceived.’9  

 
- Revelation 2:10 – ‘Do not fear what you are about to suffer. Behold, the devil is about 

to cast some of you into prison, so that you will be tested, and you will have 
tribulation for ten days. Be faithful until death, and I will give you the crown of life.’ 10 

 
     All of these passages telling us that we will have trouble, yet when this trouble comes the 
believer is truly put to the test. What are the learning and application points from this text? 
 

1. Attitude of refusing to take revenge: (Romans 12:17a). 
 
Romans 12:17a 
 
17 Recompense to no man evil for evil.11 

 
     The NASB reads, ‘Never pay back evil for evil to anyone.’12  
 
     This is a major contrast to the Old Testament law, because according to the law this justice 
of recompense was expected; not only with men but beast also.   
 

Exodus 21:23-29 – ‘And if any mischief follow, then thou shalt give life for life, 24 Eye 
for eye, tooth for tooth, hand for hand, foot for foot, 25 Burning for burning, wound for 
wound, stripe for stripe. 26 And if a man smite the eye of his servant, or the eye of his 
maid, that it perish; he shall let him go free for his eye's sake. 27 And if he smite out his 
manservant's tooth, or his maidservant's tooth; he shall let him go free for his tooth's 
sake. 28 If an ox gore a man or a woman, that they die: then the ox shall be surely stoned, 
and his flesh shall not be eaten; but the owner of the ox shall be quit. 29 But if the ox 
were wont to push with his horn in time past, and it hath been testified to his owner, and 
he hath not kept him in, but that he hath killed a man or a woman; the ox shall be stoned, 
and his owner also shall be put to death.’13 

 
     God demands that we demonstrate a Christianity not motivated by Law but love. 
Furthermore, New Testament believers having the Holy Spirit dwelling in them, has such 
power to do so. Therefore, a much greater standard of grace is expected than that of the Law. 
__________________________________________ 
9 Holy Bible – King James Version, Scofield Study Bible, (New York: Oxford University Press, 2000), 2 Timothy 3:12-13. 
 
10 New American Standard Version, NASB Study Bible, (Nashville: Thomas Nelson Publishing – Harper Collins, 2013), 
Revelation 2:10. 
 
11 Holy Bible – King James Version, Scofield Study Bible, (New York: Oxford University Press, 2000), Romans 12:17a. 
 
12 New American Standard Version, NASB Study Bible, (Nashville: Thomas Nelson Publishing – Harper Collins, 2013), 
Romans 12:17a. 
 
13 Holy Bible – King James Version, Scofield Study Bible, (New York: Oxford University Press, 2000), Exodus 21:23-29. 
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     The Apostle Paul is not the only one demanding such a principle, but the Apostle Peter 
also demanded such gracious and righteous behavior.  
 
1 Peter 3:8-16 
 
8 Finally, be ye all of one mind, having compassion one of another, love as brethren, be pitiful, 
be courteous: 
 

9 Not rendering evil for evil, or railing for railing: but contrariwise blessing; knowing that ye 
are thereunto called, that ye should inherit a blessing. 
 

10 For he that will love life, and see good days, let him refrain his tongue from evil, and his lips 
that they speak no guile: 
 

11 Let him eschew evil, and do good; let him seek peace, and ensue it. 
 

12 For the eyes of the Lord are over the righteous, and his ears are open unto their prayers: but 
the face of the Lord is against them that do evil. 
 

13 And who is he that will harm you, if ye be followers of that which is good? 
 

14 But and if ye suffer for righteousness' sake, happy are ye: and be not afraid of their terror, 
neither be troubled; 
 

15 But sanctify the Lord God in your hearts: and be ready always to give an answer to every 
man that asketh you a reason of the hope that is in you with meekness and fear: 
 

16 Having a good conscience; that, whereas they speak evil of you, as of evildoers, they may be 
ashamed that falsely accuse your good conversation in Christ.14 
 
     Who else in the Bible, besides Paul and Peter taught such a principle of Christian living, in 
not repaying evil with evil?  Our Lord Jesus, Himself: 
 

     ‘You have heard that it was said, ‘An eye for an eye and a tooth for a 
tooth.’ 39 But I say to you, Do not resist the one who is evil. But if anyone slaps 
you on the right cheek, turn to him the other also. 40 And if anyone would sue 
you and take your tunic, let him have your cloak as well. 41 And if anyone forces 
you to go one mile, go with him two miles. 42 Give to the one who begs from you, 
and do not refuse the one who would borrow from you.’ (ESV - Matthew 5:38-
42).15 

 
     You say, preacher this is impossible to behave in such a manner, you are absolutely 
correct. Because refusing to seek out and take revenge would be a total denial of our human 
natural instincts. Such behavior can only be manifested by supernatural power, therefore it 
is only the Child of God with the Holy Spirit indwelling them that can behave in such a 
manner. 
__________________________________________ 
14 21st Century King James Version, King James Version Bible KJ21, (Gary, SD: 21st Century King James Bible 
Publishers), 1 Peter 3:8-16. 
 
15 English Standard Version, ESV Reformation Study Bible, (Orlando: Reformation Trust of Ligonier Ministries, 2015), 
Matthew 5:38-42. 
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Romans 12:17 
 

17 Recompense to no man evil for evil. Provide things honest in the sight of all men.16 
 

     Or as the NASB reads, ‘Respect what is right in the sight of all men.’17 
 

2. Attitude of respecting what is right: (Romans 12:17b). 
 
     The word respect means to bring honor to, to think beforehand, and the word right of 
course deals with that which is good, honest, and upright. It is our responsibility as Christians 
to think what is good and right in the sight of all men. It is our responsibility to respectfully 
and carefully think through the right thing to do in the sight of all men. 
 
     This is Christian common-sense as John MacArthur writes, ‘that Christians are to respect 
what is intrinsically proper and honest and to have the right behavior when we are around 
others, especially unbelievers.’18  

 

Therefore, the mark of righteousness is not an emotional retaliation, but it is a volitional 
contemplation of thinking on and acting on what is respectful and right in the sight of all 
men. 
 
Luke 6:31-32 
 
31 And as ye would that men should do to you, do ye also to them likewise. 
 

32 For if ye love them which love you, what thank have ye? for sinners also love those that love 
them.19 
 
     These are just two principles for righteous living in grace. It seems like an impossible task 
in the day in which we live. This is why we must be different, we have God’s grace, we have 
His Spirit living in us.  
 
     As the Apostle John tells us; ‘Ye are of God, little children, and have overcome them: because 
greater is he that is in you, than he that is in the world.’20 
      

- You have the power to recompense no man evil with evil. 
- You have the power to respect what is right in the sight of all men. 

 
     You say you cannot, God says that His children can, and they must! 
 

__________________________________________ 
16 Holy Bible – King James Version, Scofield Study Bible, (New York: Oxford University Press, 2000), Romans 12:17. 
 
17 New American Standard Version, NASB Study Bible, (Nashville: Thomas Nelson Publishing – Harper Collins, 2013), 
Romans 12:17b. 
 
18 John MacArthur, The MacArthur NASB Study Bible Notes. (La Habra, CA: The Lockman Foundation, 2006), 1685. 
 
19 Holy Bible – King James Version, Scofield Study Bible, (New York: Oxford University Press, 2000), Luke 6:31-32. 
 
20 21st Century K.J.V., King James Version Bible KJ21, (Gary, SD: 21st Century King James Bible Publishers), 1 John 4:4. 
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