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This article examines the ways in which revenge and retribution have been systematically analyzed and evaluated
from a theological perspective, both historically and in the present day. It presents several key arguments and
positions on this topic along two main lines of inquiry. This article concludes with insights for a theological perspective
on revenge and retribution today.
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Editorial Note
Links to other media and further information regarding this topic can be found in the German version of this
article.

1. Introduction
“Revenge” is not a distinct topic in systematic theology. In substance, however, revenge or retribution is addressed in
many places within the context of dogmatic and ethical topics, particularly where justice as restitution is concerned:

1. Dogmatics:
Doctrine of : Does  establish compensatory justice in history, nature, and individual lives?

: Does God reward or punish in the last  according to works, or does he
(exclusively?) exercise ?

: Should the crucifixion of Jesus Christ be interpreted as retribution for human ? And, in
light of the doctrine of justification, can we even speak of a God who metes out retribution?

Providence God
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2. Ethics:
Punitive Ethics: Should punishment meted out by the state be understood as retribution and in
accordance with God’s justice?
Just War Theory: (When) is it permissible to retaliate against an attack?
General Ethics: Should not a logic of reciprocal retribution be superseded by a Christian ethos of love for
one’s neighbor and love for one’s enemies?

Interdisciplinary research on revenge is conducted by sociobiology and behavioral science, psychology and
psychoanalysis, cultural studies and ethnology, and social and moral philosophy. Currently, there is even a trend
toward defending revenge in many of the humanities and social sciences. This raises questions for anthropology within
theology: Is revenge/retribution inherent to human nature or is it culturally conditioned? What functions does it serve?

And how should it be evaluated ethically? [1]

In the history of religions, the avenging retribution for evil deeds has been personified and represented since antiquity
by the mythological figure of Nemesis. She embodies a principle of retribution that is widespread across many
religions. As a mythological figure, Nemesis has influenced theological interpretations and contemporary popular
culture. In general, revenge has a long history of fascination and influence in culture, literature, drama, art, and film

(revenge films, for example, constitute an entire genre of film). [2]

Within theology, the concept of retribution must be addressed in conjunction with exegesis. In doing so, it is
particularly important to avoid stereotypical interpretations that tend toward antijudaism and antisemitism, such as
the simplistic equation: Old Testament = revenge, New Testament = .

2. Concept

In the Old Testament, revenge (nekama) is a legal concept. [3]  In contrast, in the Western context today, revenge is
regarded as something outside or below the realm of the law (private justice, clan conflicts, everyday phenomena).
Revenge is defined as an act that responds to one’s own experience of injustice and seeks to harm the person or

group responsible. [4]  In this context, revenge is considered unmeasured, emotion-driven, irrational, and arbitrary. [5]

Retribution, on the other hand, is considered measured and thus suitable for integration into the legal framework
(principle of proportionality). Unlike revenge, retribution can also include positive reactions (e.g., reward).

This distinction between revenge and retribution has been strongly advocated, particularly in the area of punitive ethics.
In contrast, voices from the field of psychology, for example, question whether revenge and retribution can actually

be separated in this way. Theorists such as Nietzsche   also suggest that behind the institution of punishment lie

inner psychological forces that are only retrospectively justified through rationalization strategies. [6]  Retribution
remains, at its core, revenge.

3. Problem and Positions
The systematic-theological problem associated with revenge can be formulated as follows: on the one hand, the idea
of just compensation seems so deeply embedded in our moral intuitions and emotions, ethical concepts, social
practices, and perhaps even our biological makeup that we cannot completely disregard it in dogmatics and ethics –
and may even need to rehabilitate it. On the other hand, surely the point of the discourse on God’s  and a
Christian ethos consistent with it lies in a “greater righteousness” (Matt 5:20) that goes beyond merely returning like
for like.

1. As for the first category, retributive justice has been a fundamental component of the Western concept of justice

since Aristotle   (384–322 BCE). The corrective form of retributive justice is necessary to restore equality in
specific interpersonal situations. Unlike transactional justice, it is not established voluntarily but enforced by
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criminal law. Before corrective justice, all are equal – only the extent of the harm is decisive, not the status of
those involved. The just judge compensates for the harm through punishment by taking back the unlawful

gain. [7]

This idea became central to the retributive theory of punishment. It became the dominant framework for
discussing revenge and retribution. According to this theory, retribution is just in and of itself. In classical

formulations, this is simply taken for granted (e.g., in the works of Kant   and Hegel  ). In current theories,

this is justified, for example, by empirical research on institutions of justice. [8]  For a long time, theology has
supported the retributive theory of punishment. According to this view, the state thereby guarantees the 

of society established by God. [9]  Today, there are significant theological reservations regarding the retributive
theory.
Retribution is thus deeply embedded in interpersonal practice. Some theories recognize a principle of
reciprocity behind this. Biblically, the “act-consequence” connection can be cited as evidence. According to

recent interpretations, it stands for a connective justice (as in J. Assmann   and B. Janowski  ), which

connects people in their mutual interactions. [10]  Reciprocity can also be valued from a theological-ethical
perspective.
In , too, the idea of retributive justice has been and continues to be upheld: even common sense (cf.

art. ) recognizes that God’s goodness and justice entail a retribution for good and . [11]  To define
God’s  entirely in terms of his justifying grace risks blurring the distinction between perpetrators and
victims and overlooking history. Because some people are denied justice in this life, God ultimately ensures
that they receive what is rightfully theirs. To disregard God’s restorative justice would be to trivialize and

undermine the very purpose of judgment. [12]

Feminist and liberation theology also approach the issue from different social perspectives. This draws critical
attention to the question of which groups are expected to renounce revenge: “The renunciation of revenge by
slaves toward their masters or by kings toward their defeated enemies […] are hardly comparable even if the

ethical formulation uses the same words.” [13]

2. As for the second line of thought, there has been an ethos of refraining from revenge since ancient times. In
the Old Testament, the Wisdom literature, among other sources, advises against taking revenge (see Prov
24:29; 25:21ff.; cf. also Lev 19:18). In the New Testament, Matt 5:38f. has had a powerful influence.

Throughout Christian history, this ethos inspired pacifist movements. [14]  For them, overcoming the spirit of

revenge is the very essence of the Christian faith. [15]  For Luther   as well, the renunciation of revenge and

retribution is one of the hallmarks of the church. [16]

As for the emotional aspect of revenge, the ethics of anger as a desire for revenge has been debated since

antiquity. It is contrasted with the  of meekness. [17]

In dogmatics, the principle of reciprocity and a retributive conception of justice are superseded by God’s .
God’s justifying justice breaks through the logic of gift and counter-gift; this is precisely the decisive insight of

the Reformation. In the twentieth century, Paul Ricœur   elaborated on this break and supersession

philosophically. [18]

The idea of delegating revenge to God can serve as a hinge between the two lines, but also between dogmatics
and ethics (see, e.g., Deut 32:35; Rom 12:19; Heb 10:30). God will ensure justice. Humans, therefore, can refrain
from seeking revenge and retribution on their own.

4. Conclusions for Today
The diversity of phenomena subsumed under the terms “revenge” and “retribution” requires careful differentiation in
each individual case. Nevertheless, it can be summarized as follows:
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To dismiss reciprocity – which includes negative reciprocity – as an inferior ethos would be just as misguided as
merely bestowing theological sanction upon strategies for legitimizing retribution.
In contrast to current attempts to establish revenge and retribution as anthropological constants, theology
points to the difference between these and a transcendent ethos and overflowing . Conversely, it must be
wary of demonizing desires for revenge, even if they exist only as fantasies.
Instead, theology should point to the  inherent in all human interaction: even in the darkest desire
for revenge, there may lie an appeal to God’s saving justice, but also in the most highly esteemed moral forms

of supposedly objectified retribution, the insidious ability of  to masquerade as morality may still lurk. [19]
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