




APPENDIX C

COALS OF FIRE IN ROM 12:19-20

Romans 12:17-21, in its majority, reads:

17 Do not repay anyone evil for evil.


. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .

19 Do not avenge yourselves, beloved;


but give place to (God’s) wrath,



for it is written: ‘Vengeance is mine, I will repay,’ says the Lord; 




20 but ‘if your enemy is hungry, feed him; if he is thirsty, give him (something) to drink; 



for in doing this you will heap coals of fire upon his head.’ 

21 Do not be conquered by evil,


but conquer evil with good.

Now, whereas the meaning of v. 19 is clear in its prohibition of personal revenge in the ethic of love and in light of the promise of divine vengeance, there is vigorous debate as to the meaning of Romans 12:20 as it follows on the heels of v. 19 and relates to the rest of the context. Two of the three principal positions
 trace their lineage back to the early and eminent figures of Chrysostom and Augustine. The former held that the “coals of fire” referred to some future divine punishment that awaited those who spurned the Christian’s 
deeds of love. If the enemy did not repent at such grace extended, he summoned upon himself the sure judgment of God.
 The latter held, however, that these “coals of fire” referred to the burning pangs of shame that the enemy would experience upon being shown such kindness, and which would lead to his repentance and reconciliation. In this he is followed by a majority of modern commentators, if one allows the third view (below) to be considered as a subset of the second. Cranfield, one of their number, believes that this latter interpretation is clearly to be preferred, “for it is congruous with the context in Romans, while the former interpretation is quite incompatible with it.”
 But if such a meaning is applied in this instance, it runs counter to the pattern of this image in Scripture.

The third view agrees with the second that the “coals of fire” is a positive image—not one, however, which is to be understood as “a burning sense of shame” as such, but one which harks back to an actual Egyptian ritual of repentance, known from the demotic Tale of Khamuas (or Chaemwese). In this narrative, the bringing of “a forked stick in the hand and a censer of fire on the head”
 were used to tangibly demonstrate repentance to the party wronged—although it is significant to note that in the tale itself the repentance is more forced than heartfelt. Siegfried Morenz was the first to draw the comparison between this tale and the reference in Proverbs and Romans to the “coals of fire,” although the comparison is called into question on two accounts: (1) There is no mention of the “forked stick” in Proverbs 25:22 which is the alleged parallel to the tale, even though in that tale the two elements are inextricable. Moreover, Proverbs 25:22 makes reference to “coals” in lieu of Khamuas’ “censer”—a distinction of significance if direct borrowing is to be construed. (2) The composition of Khamuas dates to the middle Ptolemaic times—roughly 233/232 B.C.
 And although “the repentance ritual may antedate the literary document,”
 it is far from certain that it does so by such years as would place it in a Solomonic context (cf. Prov 25:1).
 Further—and earlier—support for an Egyptian provenance of Proverbs 25:21-23, however, may be sought from the Instruction of Amen-Em-Opet,
 the second chapter: 

He who does evil, the (very) river-bank abandons him,

And his floodwaters carry him off.

The north wind comes down that it may end his hour;

It is joined to the tempest;

The thunder is loud, and the crocodiles are wicked. 

Thou heated man, how art thou (now)?

He is crying out, and his voice (reaches) to heaven.

O moon, establish his crime (against him)!

So steer that we may bring the wicked man across,

For we shall not act like him—

Lift him up, give him thy hand;

Leave him (in) the arms of the god;

Fill his belly with bread of thine,

So that he may be sated and may be ashamed.

It is to be granted that Proverbs 25:23, which directly follows upon the troublesome v. 22, seems to be more at home in an Egyptian rather than a Palestinian context, for it relays that “the north wind brings forth rain”—something true of Egypt but not of Palestine. However, although the passage from Amen-Em-Opet refers to such a wind and to feeding one’s enemy, the response of the enemy in the face of such kindness is “shame”
 rather than “stick and censer” or “coals of fire.” 

In support of the first position—that the “coals of fire” represent divine judgment and that v. 20 is in large measure reinforcing the message of v. 19—are: (1) the grammatical structure of the verses in their apparent parallelism, (2) the context in which they are located, and (3) the development of the imagery from the Old Testament. Therein, the imagery of “coals of fire” is invariably used as a symbol of divine anger or judgment. For example, mirroring the imagery of Proverbs 25:21-22, from which Paul quotes, Psalm 140:10-11 reads:


yBAsim; wxro 10

            :Omvse.kay; OmytepAW; lmafE

MyliHAG, Mh,ylefE UFymo.yi 11

MlePiya wxeBA

:OmUqyA-lBa tOrmohEmaB;
10 The heads of those who surround me—


may he cover them with the trouble of their lips.

11 May (fiery) coals fall upon them;


may he throw them into the fire,


into watery pits—may they never rise! 

For the apostle Paul to utilize this potent image in a manner foreign to its common usage—and without any clear contextual indicators to that effect—would seem rather unlikely.

This would also apply to Proverbs 25:21-22, whose near context—the additional proverbs of Solomon in 25:1–29:27—does not express a coherent argument. These verses, therefore, stand alone as their own discrete context: “21 If one who hates you is hungry, give him food to eat; and if he is thirsty, give him water to drink. 22 For you will heap fiery coals on his head, and Yahweh will reward you.” Verse 21 outlines what was to be the general attitude and action of the Old Testament believer toward one’s enemy in need. If Solomon indeed utilized this imagery in common with its accustomed usage in the Old Testament literature, verse 22 would be seen as a word of comfort: that the enemy’s enmity would not go unpunished by the divine Judge, and that the believer’s kindness in the face of that enmity would not go unrewarded. In this, it is granted that the enemy remained hostile. That such an implicit remark is left out of the proverb is not to be unexpected, for proverbs by their very nature are characterized by conciseness.
Moreover, scrutiny of the structure of Romans 12:19-20 reveals a certain symmetry which suggests that the message of v. 20 is to be construed as complementary and essentially identical to that of v. 19. 

19 mh> e[autou>j e]kdikou?ntej, a]gaphtoi<, 


a]lla> do<te to<pon t^? o]rg^?, 


ge<graptai ga<r,  ]Emoi> e]kdi<khsij, e]gw> a]ntapodw<sw, le<gei ku<rioj. 20 a]lla> e]a>n pein%?  o[ e]xtro<j sou, yw<mize au]to<n: e]n>n diy%A, po<tize au]to<n:

                  tou?to ga>r poiw?n a@nqrakaj puro>j swreu<seeij e]pi> th>n kefalh>n au]tou?. 

The commands in the larger context of Romans 12:9-21 are characteristically participial in form—stationed under, and serving to explicate, the summary heading of “genuine love”     (h[ a]ga<ph a]nupo<kritoj, v. 9). This prevailing structure
 serves to bind vv. 19-20 together under the primary participial command: “Do not avenge yourselves, beloved.” This primary command is counter-weighted by the two parallel a]lla< phrases of vv. 19-20: “but give place to (God’s) wrath”
 and “but ‘if your enemy is hungry, feed him; if he is thirsty, give him (something) to drink.’” What the one expresses in a passive manner with regard to the renunciation of personal vengeance, the other expresses in an active manner with regard to the doing of good;
 in some measure, these deeds of kindness are compared to making room for God’s wrath. Furthermore, the primary command is substantiated by the two gavr phrases:
 “for it is written, ‘Vengeance is mine; I will repay,’ says the Lord” and “‘for in doing this, you will heap coals of fire upon his head.’” This apparently intentional parallel structure suggests quite strongly that these “coals of fire” refer to the same divine and principally eschatological vengeance as expressed in v. 19.
  

In addition, the immediate context argues for such an understanding. Indeed, the principle of Christian non-retaliation enjoined by Paul in v. 19a is explicitly based upon and motivated by “the deference to God’s impending vengeance”
 in v. 19b. The issue Paul is addressing at this point in the chapter is “how to act when all attempts to avoid conflict with the enemies of God and of his Church have failed”
 (vv. 17-18). In such circumstances, the Christian is to continue to respond in love, entrusting justice to the God who has promised to repay the impenitent. In this way, these verses are similar to what Paul had earlier addressed in Romans 2:4-5: “Or do you show contempt for the riches of his kindness and forbearance and longsuffering, not knowing that the kindness of God leads you to repentance? But because of your stubbornness and unrepentant heart, you are storing up for yourself wrath in the day of wrath and revelation of the righteous judgment of God.” 

Thus, implicit in the affirmation that the Lord will repay (v. 19), heaping coals of fire on the head of the enemy (v. 20), is the condition of continued enmity: “If the enemy remains inimical,”
 for divine grace is ever extended to the repentant. Within the larger context of Romans 12:9-21, then, vv. 19-20 function not only to re-emphasize what is to be the grounding ethic and characteristic activity of the Christian, but also to provide both a consolation to the believer in the face of stubborn enmity as well as a justification of the justice of God in the face of injustice.
 Christians are indeed called to seek the benefit of those who hate them (v. 14), but grace repeatedly spurned has the assurance of divine vengeance (v. 19). 
� An untenable fourth is proposed by Dahood, who, although affirming that “coals of fire” is a metaphor for afflictions, argues that the preposition lfa, in addition to its usual meanings, could also denote “from.” Hence the phrase Owxro-lfa hteHo hTAxa MyliHAG, yKi “lends itself to the translation ‘thus you will remove coals of fire from his head’.” Mitchell J. Dahood, “Two Pauline Quotations from the Old Testament,” CBQ 17 (1955): 21-22. However, this is appeal to a patently atypical use of the preposition, and runs counter to the witness of the LXX (and the derivative Rom 12:20) which translates the Hebrew lfa by the Greek e]pi<, unquestionably “upon.”





� Cranfield, himself no advocate of this understanding, yet admirably relates the fuller position: Chrysostom “explains that Paul knew that even if the enemy were a wild beast he would scarcely go on being an enemy after accepting the gift of food, and that the Christian who has been injured would scarcely go on hankering after vengeance after he has given his enemy food and drink; and [he] goes on to say that to give one’s enemy food and drink with the intention of increasing his future punishment would be to be overcome of evil.” C. E. B. Cranfield, A Critical and Exegetical Commentary on the Epistle to the Romans, ICC, ed. J. A. Emerton and C. E. B. Cranfield, vol. 2 (Edinburgh: T. & T. Clark, 1979), 649. 
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