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One of the strongest passions to which we as human beings are susceptible is the passion of personal 
vengeance—a desire to get even with one who has either hurt or offended us or someone else. It may be 
manifested in our thoughts, in our speech, or in our actions. It does not have to issue forth in some active 
violence, but may silently be cherished within the heart of man and yet be just as deadly to ourselves and 
others. Personal vengeance is always sinful because it is motivated by selfish pride and has as its end the 
repaying of one’s own personal wrath. Therefore, whenever we are personally offended and there wells up 
within us a fire to get even with someone for the actual or alleged injustice committed against us, we have 
fallen into the grievous sin of personal vengeance—the source of which is pride (that is looking at ourselves as 
less deserving of God’s judgment than others) and the end of which is hatred (that is desiring that others 
suffer misery to satisfy our anger). Now, as if these sins associated with personal vengeance were not bad 
enough, personal vengeance actually usurps the authority of God and presumes to sit upon God’s throne in 
exercising vengeance. 
 

We have much to say about this issue, so let us consider our text in Proverbs 24:17-18, wherein we shall seek 
to answer two questions that relate to personal vengeance: (1) Should We Rejoice When Our Enemy Falls 
(Proverbs 24:17)? (2) Why Shouldn’t We Rejoice When Our Enemy Falls (Proverbs 24:18)?         
 

I. Should We Rejoice When Our Enemy Falls (Proverbs 24:17)?   
 

 A. Solomon leaves no doubt as to what our disposition should be when our enemy falls into 
various judgments and calamities: Do not take personal pleasure in the misery of those who are hostile to you.  
This is repeated a second time in this same verse for emphasis in a parallel form. When those who oppose you 
fall into some severe hardship (perhaps even due to their own sin), your duty is not to jump up and down for 
joy at their misery and suffering. If you would avoid the sin of personal vengeance, you must not find personal 
satisfaction and delight in the suffering of others (even if they are wicked and cruel).    
 

 B. Let us consider other passages from Scripture which clearly lay out for us our duty to cease and 
desist from personal vengeance in the heart, with the mouth, or by the hand (Proverbs 24:29; Proverbs 20:22; 
Matthew 5:38-45; Romans 12:17-21; 1 Thessalonians 5:15; 1 Peter 3:8-9).   
 

 C. Not only are there explicit commands in Scripture that prohibit personal vengeance, but there 
are approved examples as well: Joseph did not personally avenge himself against his brothers (Genesis 50:20); 
Hannah did not personally avenge herself against Penninah (1 Samuel 1-2); David did not personally avenge 
himself against King Saul (1 Samuel 24 and 1 Samuel 26; Psalm 35:11-14); and Jesus did not personally avenge 
Himself against His persecutors (1 Peter 2:21-24).   
 

 D. Dear ones, the heart that has been broken by the mercy of God toward sinners (among whom 
he sees himself as chief), will not proudly desire personal vengeance, for he knows all too well the mercy of 
God that has been shown to him.  
  1. This was also the sin of Jonah who would not go to Nineveh, for he knew God to be 
merciful (Jonah 4:1-2).   
  2. Jonah so desired personal vengeance that there was no place for God’s mercy to be 
shown to the undeserving (which in effect condemned Jonah himself, for why should God show mercy to 
undeserving Jonah and not show mercy to undeserving Nineveh?).   
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  3. God wanted to show mercy to the undeserving; Jonah wanted to show vengeance. In 
fact, he had more mercy on the plant that God caused to grow and provide shade for him, than he did for the 
eternal souls of the wicked Ninevites.   
 

 E. Beloved, where there is a passion to show personal vengeance, there the mercy of God cannot 
be evidenced. Christ wept over Jerusalem as He considered the suffering (and just vengeance of God) that was 
to befall her by the Romans. Paul cried out that he would be accounted accursed that wicked Israel might be 
saved. Are we better than wicked Israel that wanted Christ crucified? Absolutely not! For, dear ones, it was 
our sin that put Christ on that cursed cross. We deserved the vengeance of God in all of its fury, but the Lord 
had mercy upon us and poured forth the full heat of that infinite holy vengeance upon His own Son. An ever-
growing knowledge of the infinite mercy and love of God is that which alone can break the hardened spirit of 
personal vengeance and hatred. One of the evidences of God’s work of mercy in your life and mine will be that 
we do not take pleasure nor rejoice in the misery and calamity of those who are hostile to us (whether 
Christian or non-Christian). This is the desire of terrorists rather than the desire of Christians.   
 

 F. Who are the enemies concerning whom you are not to rejoice when they fall?   
  1. There may be those who are hostile toward you for no apparent reason at all. You may 
not know why someone seems to despise you so much. You should not seek personal vengeance with those 
who become your enemies for no apparent reason (Romans 12:17-21). 
  2. There may be those who are hostile toward you because you are a Christian. There are 
some who hate Christians because they hate Jesus Christ. They may know nothing about you other than the 
fact that they have heard you speak of your faith in Christ or have seen you pray over your meal. You must not 
seek personal vengeance with any who despise you because you are a Christian (1 Peter 3:8,9).  
  3. There may be those who are hostile toward you, who profess to be fellow Christians.  
They may malign and slander you. They may misrepresent what you believe. They especially become 
adversarial because you have strong convictions in regard to the truth and speak the truth in love concerning 
their errors.  
   a. Even those brethren who walked contrary to the apostolic tradition in 
Thessalonica were not to be accounted as personal enemies (2 Thessalonians 3:14-15). You may hate the error 
they have embraced. You may avoid fellowship with them if they obstinately continue in their error. But you 
do not hate them as an enemy. Rather you to admonish them as a brother you love. Dear ones, if you are not 
to rejoice at the calamities of those who are enemies to the gospel of Jesus Christ (according to our text in 
Proverbs 24:17), how much more you ought not to rejoice over the hardships of fellow believers who are 
outside your church fellowship, but rather uphold them in prayer and help in any way that you can (1 John 
3:14-17).   
   b. For you do share a spiritual union with all those who are united to Jesus Christ 
(whether within or without our Church). And you share a visible communion with all Christians throughout the 
world in the truth which we mutually profess. It is true that we share the closest visible communion with those 
within our own church who profess the same doctrine, worship, and church government, but let us never 
deny our visible communion with all Christians who profess faith in Jesus Christ alone for eternal salvation.   
  4. Thus, when we see the misery of fellow Christians or no-Christians or outright enemies, 
if our hearts are not moved with pity at their human suffering, we have become more like a block of ice than a 
spring of life. We have become more like the merciless Pharisees than the Good Samaritan. For, dear ones, we 
are called to weep with those who weep and to rejoice with those who rejoice (Romans 12:15).    
 

 G. How do you overcome the spirit of personal vengeance? 
  1. Look for the venomous viper of personal vengeance under the rock of pride and self-
righteousness. For where these twin sins exist, personal attacks against you will always become occasions for 
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personal vengeance. You must see your pride and self-righteousness as enemies to be destroyed rather than 
lovers to be cherished. What have you to be proud or self-righteous about any way? Absolutely nothing! You 
are what you are by the grace of God, not because you are deserving of the least mercy shown to you.   
  2. Where there exist envy, rivalry, resentment, and hatred in your life, personal vengeance 
will not be far behind (if only in your thoughts and desires). Replace these sinful passions with the Christian 
graces of pity and mercy. If God were not merciful in restraining your sin and mine, we would do even worse 
to others than others have done to us. Repent of the sins of envy, rivalry, resentment, and hatred. Seek God's 
forgiveness for these sins.     
  3. Look to the suffering of Jesus Christ. For in Christ’s suffering can be seen a Savior who 
did not burn in personal vengeance toward sinners who attacked him, but a Savior who burned in redeeming 
love toward those who deserved divine vengeance forever in hell. It is the cross of Christ that breaks the 
vindictive heart. It is the death and resurrection of Christ that supplies all of the grace you need to remove the 
vindictive heart. 
  4. Don’t be overcome by evil, but overcome evil with good (Romans 12:21). Commit 
yourself to Christ to do that which is for the good of those who attack you—do not return evil for evil. This 
does not mean that you cannot defend yourself against verbal or bodily attacks. It simply means that in so 
doing, you must ever keep in mind that you do not personally retaliate and attack him as he has done you.  
Lawful self-defense is not taking personal vengeance.  
 

 H. But there are some objections raised which we must carefully consider. 
  1. What about the various places in Scripture where God’s people rejoice over their 
enemies (and do so with God’s approval)?   
   a. Consider the rejoicing of God’s people over Pharaoh in Exodus 15:1. They are not 
taking personal pleasure in the misery of others, nor are they personally vindictive, but rather they rejoice in 
God’s holy vengeance over His own enemies.   
   b. What about the martyrs in Revelation 6:10? These martyrs plead for God’s 
vengeance not their own to be poured out upon the obstinate enemies of God who have slain them and who 
hate Christ and His holy Cause. In the imprecatory prayers of the righteous, it is always God’s honor that is to 
be vindicated in the testimony of the martyrs who suffer and die for the Lord. Thus, it is with such a gracious 
heart that we pray that God might so exalt Himself that all the obstinately wicked might be destroyed (so that 
Christ’s kingdom of righteousness might be extended to the ends of the earth) and that all impediments and 
hindrances to Christ's Kingdom might be removed. So you see, it is your love for Christ, for His righteousness 
and truth, and for your brethren that drives you to pray that the kingdom of Satan might be destroyed.  
   c. Even in Psalm 139:19-22, it is clear that those who are hated with a perfect 
hatred are enemies not because of some mere personal offence, but because they are the enemies of God.   
   d. But even in such imprecatory prayers or in such joy at God’s manifest victory in 
history over His enemies, we still remember the mercy of God toward sinners. For we yet pray that God may 
destroy His enemies and make His enemies His friends who come to Christ by faith alone: "That men may 
know that thou, whose name alone is JEHOVAH, art the most high over all the earth" (Psalm 83:18).  
  2. Can’t we show a righteous indignation against the sin of our enemy? Yes, as long as it is 
a righteous indignation and not a personal vengeance. Sometimes we conveniently cloak or disguise our 
personal vengeance toward others in the sanctified language of righteous indignation (or righteous anger).   
   a. It is not righteous indignation that desires to get even with any one for sins 
committed, or takes personal pleasure in the misery of another human being when he falls into calamity, or 
will not extend a helping hand to relieve the suffering of another—even an enemy (Exodus 23:4-5; Matthew 
5:43-45).   
   b. Righteous indignation is a holy disapproval and hatred of all that is contrary to  
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the revealed will of God.   
   c. Righteous indignation begins with one’s own sin by removing the beam from 
one’s own eye before seeking to remove the speck from the eye of one’s enemy (in other words, it is not 
proud and self-righteous, but broken and contrite before God and man).   
   d. Righteous indignation not only looks to the holiness of God, but looks also to the 
mercy of God upon all undeserving sinners (even the worst of sinners).   
   e. Righteous indignation does not indulge in personal vengeance (an eye for an eye 
and a tooth for a tooth), but rather leaves vengeance to God who promises to repay (Psalm 73:18; Romans 
12:19).   
   f. Dear ones, have you been making excuses for personal vengeance hidden in your 
heart, expressed with your mouth, or performed by your hands, calling it righteous indignation (whether in 
the home, at work, or even in the church)? You may be able to fool others to some degree, but you cannot 
fool God, for He will not be mocked.   
 

II. Why Shouldn’t We Rejoice When Our Enemy Falls (Proverbs 24:18)? 
 

 A. There are three steps to this answer given by Solomon. 
  1. The all-seeing and all-knowing God who made you sees into your very heart where 
personal vengeance takes root (“Lest the LORD see it”). You may think you can hide it, and yet nourish it in 
your soul, taking some perverted comfort in such secret sins. But Jesus Christ whose eyes are as a flame of fire 
will burn into your very soul to uncover the personal pleasure you take in the misery of your enemy. You live 
as virtual atheists if you act as though you can hide from the Lord the sins of your heart. You treat the infinite 
God as if He were a mere man who cannot see into your heart. Therefore, pray as did David when he prayed 
for the destruction of God's enemies, “Search me, O God, and know my heart, try me and know my thoughts: 
and see if there be any wicked way in me, and lead me in the way everlasting” (Psalm 139:23-24).  
  2. The Lord having seen this personal vengeance in your life, He will find it evil in His eyes 
(“and it displease him”). The Lord will not countenance this evil, even when you have directed your personal 
vengeance toward one who actually deserves God’s vengeance (2 Chronicles 28:9; Isaiah 47:6). For, dear ones, 
“he that is glad at calamities shall not be unpunished” (Proverbs 17:5).   
  3. The Lord will remove His temporal holy anger from the enemy, and you may find God’s 
temporal holy anger pursuing you for your self-righteousness, hatred, and cruelty in rejoicing over the 
suffering of others (“and he turn away his wrath from him”). Read Luke 13:1-5. When you see others suffering 
(friend or foe alike), rather than personally rejoicing in his pain and misery, God calls you to repentance.  
Unless you repent you will all likewise suffer and not for a period of time here upon the earth, but for all 
eternity. The suffering of others is not a time to boastfully gloat, but a time to reverently reflect upon your 
own daily need of the mercy of Jesus Christ in your life. Remember that when God’s holy vengeance is poured 
forth upon mankind, there is also God’s holy mercy that is extended to all who will come to Him (Isaiah 26:9).   
 

 B. I doubt not that in the events of September 11, 2001 (the hostile attack upon the World Trade 
Center) God’s holy vengeance was seen against a nation that has turned its backs upon the one true living 
God. But I doubt not that in the same events of September 11, 2001 God’s rich mercy was seen in calling this 
nation unto Himself through the only Mediator between God and man, the man Christ Jesus. Therefore, 
“Rejoice not when thine enemy falleth.”  
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