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Piling Up Fire Upon Their Heads 
Romans 12:20 NIV 

I love the classic Fiddler on the Roof. One of my favorite scenes is when the students come to 
the rabbi with the question, “Is there a proper blessing for the czar?” Now, the czar was not a 
friend. So, looking at them, the rabbi tells his students, “A blessing for the czar?” After thinking 
for a few seconds, he says, “Of course! May God bless and keep the czar far away from us.” 

The scene reminds me of Paul’s directive to the church in Rome. “Bless those who persecute 
you; bless and do not curse” (Romans 12:14). Now, in trying to keep with the faith, the rabbi 
became very creative. I love the cleverness of the rabbi who is blessing, not cursing. Still, he is 
keeping an extravagant amount of social distance.  

Some of us have become very creative as well. I am sure we all have used the rabbi’s blessing at 
least once in our lifetimes. Probably, you have “blessed” your boss, a family member, or 
someone else with the same words: “May God bless and keep you far away.” 

But, let me tell you. The “bless and do not curse” directive is not the only command Paul is 
giving to the followers of Christ in the city of Rome. Romans 12 is considered a masterful 
summary of Christian ethics. When we read the text, we hear the charge to: 

● Hate what is evil; cling to what is good.  
● Love and live in harmony with one another as long as it depends on us.  
● Honor others above ourselves.  
● Be joyful, patient, and faithful in prayer, 
● Feed and give a drink to the enemy. “In doing this, you will heap burning coals on his 

head.” 

I want to concentrate on this last command with special attention paid to the last part. For some 
reason, many people believe that Paul is telling us, “Kill them with kindness.”  

I have witnessed how this verse has been given a passive-aggressive interpretation. Some have 
come to believe that Paul is asking people to be emotionally deceptive – to refuse to be 
emotionally open and instead, use “kindness” as a way of expressing dislike or anger.  

I remember a time when I bought into such an understanding. I had my list of people who needed 
to “be executed with kindness.” In my mind, I even created a directly proportional relationship 
between kindness and coals of fire. In strained relationships, the greater the act of kindness, the 
greater the fire.  
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I tried to set some folks on fire by means of unauthentic kindness. I tried to pile up flaming coals 
upon some people’s heads so they would be consumed. It was nothing more than revenge 
disguised in fake spirituality.  

However, one day while I was reading this same passage, the Holy Spirit led me to see how 
unsound my interpretation was. I was not overcoming evil with good. I was being overcome by 
evil camouflaged as good. I was not interested in God's justice. I was trying to incite and push 
God to satisfy my thirst for revenge and punishment. That’s exactly what we do when we say 
things like, “Kill them with kindness.” 

After the Holy Spirit shattered that unhealthy interpretation, I became curious about the meaning 
of Paul’s phrase. What did Paul mean? What is the piling up burning coals on people’s heads all 
about?  

I began to search for an answer. I began to pray. And, I found a different explanation for the 
image of the burning coals.  

First, it’s important to know that the directive Paul is giving was not initiated by him. The book 
of Proverbs contains the same command. Proverbs 25 says, “If your enemy is hungry, give him 
food to eat; if he is thirsty, give him water to drink. In doing this, you will heap burning coals on 
his head…” (Proverbs 25:21-22). So, this saying was an ancient call.  

However, when we read the words Paul is citing in the book of Proverbs, we understand that the 
reason people were called to give food and water to the enemy was for their own benefit. The 
proverbist ends the saying this way, “In doing this, you will heap burning coals on his head, and 
the Lord will reward you” (v. 22). But, Paul does not include the reward portion of the text in his 
letter. This clearly demonstrates the possibility that in Paul’s perspective, this directive is not 
about seeking a personal reward.  

So, what is the piling up burning coals on people’s heads all about? Is it an act of revenge 
masqueraded as kindness? Is it referring to God’s punishment? Or, is it a call to let God exercise 
justice? 

This is one of those passages that has created a lot of controversy. Some people believe this is 
about God’s wrath and punishment. Others believe the imagery of “burning coals” refers to an 
ancient Egyptian practice where people with contrite hearts carried burning coals on their heads. 
So, the latter interpretation promotes the belief that we may lead enemies to repentance with acts 
of kindness. 

Along those lines, “some scholars believe that the image of burning coals was tied to the value of 
fire (for heating, cooking, etc.) in the ancient world. If a family fire went out they were in serious 
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trouble, so they would carry containers on their heads as they went house to house seeking 
neighbors to give them a burning coal in hopes of relighting the fire which had gone out.”  In this 1

sense, putting fire upon people’s heads is about rekindling a spiritual fire. This means that we are 
called to put enmity to death with kindness. The fire is not for people to be consumed, but for 
people to be enthused/encouraged to do good. Just as Paul wrote, it’s about overcoming evil with 
good. 

However, we know that there are times when kindness does not turn an enemy into a friend. At 
times, we get stuck in stubborn enmity. What are we supposed to do in those situations? Well, I 
want to remind you that the Bible is talking about Christian behavior, not its impact on others. 
So, when we are met with unrepentant and stubborn enmity, we are called to leave justice to God 
because our justice is limited in many ways. We are called to offer good things not with the idea 
of making divine punishment more severe, but with the goal to live out our identity in Christ.  

Someone said, “the only thing we can control is our attitude and our efforts.” That’s the call of 
the Scriptures for us this morning. The call is for us to be people who always have an inclination 
for doing good, even in the face of injustice and evil. The call is for us to have the disposition to 
pile up fire upon people’s heads; whether that means inviting them through kindness to repent, or 
encouraging them with kindness to act likewise, or simply leaving matters in God’s hands for the 
Lord to punish with fire or refine people through fire. The call is to have the mindset of Christ 
and overcome the world with goodness. 

This is the word of the Lord for all people!!! 

1 Robert Crick, Outside the Gates (Oviedo, Fl.: HigherLife Development Services, Inc., 2011), 186. 


