
A SERIES OF DEVOTIONS BASED ON PAUL’S LETTER TO THE CHURCH IN ROME 
 

HEAP BURING COALS ON HIS HEAD 
   

Romans 12:20   “If your enemy is hungry, feed him; if he is thirsty, give him 
something to drink. In doing this, you will heap burning coals on his head.” Do not 
be overcome by evil, but overcome evil with good.”   

There are a goodly number of explanaFons for Paul’s words found here in Romans 
12:20.  He has been focusing upon how a ChrisFan is to deal with enemies, treat 
people who mistreat them and so forth.  Here in Romans 12:20 he throws a zinger 
at us his readers, by feeding our hungry enemy, giving him something to drink it is 
like “heaping burning coals on his head.” 

Ouch! That sounds painful to me, how about you.  Just a verse or two earlier he 
wrote that a ChrisFan should not carry out vengeful behaviors toward enemies.  
And, now in verse 20 he tells us by doing good we are puPng hot burning coals on 
the head of our enemy.  So, which is it? 

The following is one person’s explanaFon of verse 20, “In Bible Fmes an oriental 
needed to keep his hearth fire going all the Fme in order to insure fire for cooking 
and warmth. If it went out, he had to go to a neighbor for some live coals of fire. 
These he would carry on his head in a container, oriental fashion, back to his 
home. The person who would give him some live coals would be meeFng his 
desperate need and showing him an outstanding kindness. If he would heap the 
container with coals, the man would be sure of gePng some home sFll burning. 
The one injured would be returning kindness for injury, the only thing a ChrisFan is 
allowed to give back to the one who has injured him. This act of kindness God 
could use to soWen the heart of the person and lead him on to repentance and the 
offering of a recompence for the injury sustained. In this way the ChrisFan would 
overcome evil with good.”  [Kenneth S. Wuest, Wuest’s Word Studies from the 
Greek New Testament: For the English Reader, vol. 2 (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 
1997), 220.] 

Since Paul follows in verse 21 with, “overcome evil with good,” Wuest’s 
explanaFon has some merit, doesn’t it?  Paul’s point is as you learned in 
yesterday’s devoFon, to leave vengeance to God.  Your responsibility is to love 
your neighbor as yourself, even if he or she is your enemy. 
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Prayer: Help me every day Lord to put the love you have given me into acFon.  In 
Jesus’ name.  Amen. 

Son of God, eternal Savior, Source of life and truth and grace, 
Word made flesh, whose birth among us Hallows all our human race, 
You our Head, who, throned in glory, For Your own will ever plead: 
Fill us with Your love and pity, Heal our wrongs, and help our need. 
 
As You Lord, have lived for others, So may we for others live.   
Freely have Your giWs been granted; Freely may Your servants give. 
Yours the gold and Yours the silver, Yours the wealth of land and sea; 
We but stewards of Your bounty Held in solemn trust will be. 
 
Come, O Christ, and reign among us, King of love and Prince of Peace; 
Hush the storm of strife and passion Bid its cruel discords cease. 
By Your paFent years of toiling, By Your silent hours of pain, 
Quench our fevered thirst of pleasure, Stem our selfish greed of gain. 
 
Son of god, eternal Savior, Source of life and truth and grace, 
Word made flesh, whose birth among us Hallows all our human race; 
By Your praying, by Your willing That Your people should be one, 
Grant, o grant our hope’s fruiFon: Here on earth Your will be done. 
(LSB 842) 

 

 

 

 

 


