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Romans 12

Last week we began looking at section 4 of the Book of Romans—the application section of the book—which begins with Chapter 12, verse 1 and continues to Chapter 15, verse 14.  In this section, Paul answers the question, “So what?”  If all of the truths he’s presented thus far in the book are true, what difference should that make in our lives?  If all of this stuff is true, how should we live? 

Paul begins like this:
1Therefore, I urge you, brothers, in view of God's mercy, to offer your bodies as living sacrifices, holy and pleasing to God—this is your spiritual[a] act of worship. 2Do not conform any longer to the pattern of this world, but be transformed by the renewing of your mind. Then you will be able to test and approve what God's will is—his good, pleasing and perfect will.

Last week we looked only at verse 1.  We learned that “offering” oneself to God as a “living sacrifice” means yielding every aspect of our lives to God’s control—to sign over our lives to Him, using the lives He has given us in ways that are pleasing and obedient and useful to Him.  Paul urges—not commands, but encourages—his fellow believers—he calls us “brothers”—to make this leap of faith.  We should do this, Paul says, because it is a logical, or reasonable, response to the mercies God has poured out on us, and because it is pleasing to God.  We said that the simplest test of whether we are following Paul’s advice to offer ourselves as living sacrifices is to ask:  am I living in a way that pleases God?  Is the next thing I do, or say, or think, going to please God?  If so, it is consistent with offering myself as a living sacrifice.

Today we move on to verse 2:  “2Do not conform any longer to the pattern of this world, but be transformed by the renewing of your mind. Then you will be able to test and approve what God's will is—his good, pleasing and perfect will.”  We’ve studied this verse before, so for some of us this will be review, but I think it’s worth taking a deep dive into the verse, even though we’ve studied it before.
First question:  as you read verse 2, do you see it as an extension of verse 1—a definition of what it means to offer ourselves as living sacrifices—or do you see it as a second item in a list of attributes that Paul is calling believers to demonstrate:  that we should, first, offer ourselves and second, not conform and be transformed.  Which do you think it is?  Take various answers.  I think its both. As you’ll, Romans 12 unfolds as a sequence of instructions:  offer yourselves to God, don’t conform, be transformed, do not think of yourself more highly than you ought, and so on.  So it’s possible to see these two commands as the first two in a long list, one involving external behavior—how we live—and the other involving internal change—how we think.

But it’s also true that part of offering ourselves—selling out—to God requires us to change ourselves, ceasing to conform and instead being transformed, because continuing to conform to the world is inconsistent with offering ourselves to God.  Recall that the tense of the verb “offer” implies once for all action, while “conform” and “transform” are in the present tense, implying ongoing action, suggesting that these actions follow out of and result from our offering.  Where Romans 12:1 calls for a decisive commitment, Romans 12:2 deals with the maintenance of that commitment.
Romans 12:2 begins, “Do not conform any longer to the pattern of this world…”  By saying, “any longer,” what is Paul implying?  Paul is implying that we are, or have been, conformed to the pattern of this world, but that we should no longer do so.  

Paul says we should no conform any longer to the pattern of this world.  What does the word “conform” mean?  According to the dictionary, the word conform means

· To correspond in form or character; be similar.

· To act or be in accord or agreement; comply.

· To act in accordance with current customs or modes. 

So to conform to the pattern of this world means to “act in accordance or agreement” with the pattern of this world.  So what do you suppose Paul means by, “the pattern of this world?”  First, what does Paul mean when he says, “the world?”  
· The earth and the things of earth as opposed to heaven and the things of heaven;

· Concerns of this life as distinguished from those of the life to come; 

· The present existence and its interests:  politics, finance, popular culture

· The ungodly or wicked part of mankind. (Webster)

It’s the same thing John had in mind when he says in 1 John 2:15-16:

 15Do not love the world or anything in the world. If anyone loves the world, the love of the Father is not in him. 16For everything in the world—the cravings of sinful man, the lust of his eyes and the boasting of what he has and does—comes not from the Father but from the world. 
What are the three things John offers as examples of "the world?" 

· the cravings of sinful man

· the lust of his eyes

· the boasting of what he has and does

So what would the “pattern of this world” be?  Take various answers.  The thinking and behavior of the “world.” What would be some examples of “the pattern of this world?  Take various answers.  Individualism.  Hedonism.  Materialism.  With regard to sex?  Marriage?  Money?  Power? Suffering?  Pleasure?  Morality?    Take various answers.  
When Paul says, “Do not conform any longer to the pattern of this world…” the implication is that we should be distinctive, different, set apart from the world.  Our thinking and behaviors should be different from the pattern of this world.   Why is that so difficult?  Why is it so easy to conform to the pattern of this world and so hard to escape that pattern?  Take various answers.  Here are a few thoughts:

· We’re surrounded by “the world” and continually bombarded by its images,  messages, and ideas

· This physical world seems more real—more present—than the spiritual world

· We all have to spend time on “worldly” concerns:  career, housekeeping, errands, etc.  These urgent things can crowd out more important spiritual things.

· We’re encouraged to “fit in” and not “rock the boat” to be successful in our careers and accepted in our society

· The culture seems to be continually on the attack against Christians and Christianity

· We are sinful people and are drawn by our sinful nature to the world

Why should we not conform?  What’s wrong with conforming?  Take various answers.  Here are a few thoughts:

· This world is ruled by Satan.  “As for you, you were dead in your transgressions and sins, in which you used to live when you followed the ways of this world and of the ruler of the kingdom of the air, the spirit who is now at work in those who are disobedient.” (Ephesians 2:1-2)

· This world can be enslaving. “At one time we too were foolish, disobedient, deceived and enslaved by all kinds of passions and pleasures.  We lived in malice and envy, being hated and hating one another.” (Titus 3:3)

· This world seems real and enduring, but it is actually illusory and temporary.  “The world and its desires pass away, but the man who does the will of God lives forever.” (1 John 2:17)

· Focus on this world keeps us from focusing on spiritual things.  “The seed that fell among thorns stands for those who hear [the word of God], but as they go on their way they are choked by life’s worries, riches and pleasures, and they do not mature.” (Luke 8:14)

· Jesus has chosen us out of the world and we are, in fact, “aliens and strangers.” “If you belonged to the world, it would love you as its own.  As it is, you do not belong to the world, but I have chosen you out of the world. That is why the world hates you.” (John 15:19)

· This world is not our true home; we have something better to look forward to.  “But in keeping with his promise we are looking forward to a new heaven and a new earth, the home of righteousness.” (2 Peter 3:13)

Paul says that we should not conform to the pattern of this world.  Instead, he says, we should be transformed by the renewing of our minds.  The dictionary says that transform means “To change markedly the appearance or form of” or “to change the nature, function, or condition of; convert.”  The Greek word translated “transform” here is metamorphoô, which is the source of our English word metamorphosis, which describes the process by which a caterpillar is changed into a butterfly.  So the change that Paul has in mind here is not incidental or superficial, but significant and complete.  We are to be transformed from one thing into a completely different thing, in the same way that a caterpillar is transformed into a butterfly.

The idea of being transformed implies that we are now one thing and that we are to become something else.  First, what are we becoming?  What is the object of our transformation?  We are to become like Christ.  Romans 8:29 says, “For those God foreknew he also predestined to be conformed to the likeness of his Son, that he might be the firstborn among many brothers.”  2 Corinthians 3:18 says, “We, who with unveiled faces all reflect the Lord’s glory, are being transformed into His likeness with ever-increasing glory…”  

If that’s what we’re becoming, what are we (or, what were we)?  

· Sinners.  Romans 5:8 says “But God demonstrates his own love for us in this: While we were still sinners, Christ died for us.”  

· Enemies of God.  Colossians 1:21 says, “Once you were alienated from God and were enemies in your minds because of your evil behavior.”  

· Slaves.  Romans 6:17 says, “But thanks be to God that, though you used to be slaves to sin, you wholeheartedly obeyed the form of teaching to which you were entrusted.”  

The Bible describes who we were before we became believers as the old self, the flesh, the sinful nature, or the earthly nature.  The Bible lists the characteristics of the old self in several places, including Colossians 3:5 and Galatians 5:19.  They include sexual immorality, impurity, lust, debauchery, greed, idolatry, hatred, discord, jealousy and envy, anger, rage, malice, slander, filthy language, lying, and drunkenness.  

In addition to these things, scripture teaches that our natural minds are fallen, depraved, and deceived.  Romans 8:6-8 says

The mind of sinful man is death, but the mind controlled by the Spirit is life and peace; 7the sinful mind is hostile to God. It does not submit to God's law, nor can it do so. 8Those controlled by the sinful nature cannot please God.

Our natural minds are biased against God.  By nature we do not trust God or love him.  We are his enemies.  We do not worship Him, but instead curse Him and rebel against Him.  In Ephesians 4, Paul describes this condition as being futile and ignorant:

So I tell you this, and insist on it in the Lord, that you must no longer live as the Gentiles do, in the futility of their thinking. 18They are darkened in their understanding and separated from the life of God because of the ignorance that is in them due to the hardening of their hearts.

To escape from this trap, Paul says we must be transformed, and that the key to this transformation is the renewal of our minds.  The word translated “mind” refers to the center of mental perception, the seat of understanding, the source of emotions and affections, the instrument of thinking and reasoning.  It really captures our entire conscious lives:  our thoughts; our imaginations; our feelings and emotions; our desires and appetites; our memories; and so on. 

According to the dictionary, to “renew” means “to make new or as if new again; restore.”    So, according to Paul, the key to being transformed is to make our minds new.  
The word “renewal” depicts an essential change in character of our thinking—the ability to think in a way that was not possible before.  We no longer think like unbelievers but like those who know the truth of God.  This renewing of our minds is nothing short of a "mental revolution” that replaces our "normal" (selfish, self centered) human way of seeing life and with a point of view we could not have without God's Spirit changing our way of thinking. It involves change—renewal—of every part of our minds, including thoughts, memories, emotions, and so on. 

So how does that work? What does it mean to renew your mind?  How do we do that?  Take various answers.  Here are a few thoughts.

· We practice the spiritual disciplines: Bible study.  Prayer.  Meditation.  Worship.  Service. Scripture memory.  
· Through the disciplines, we expose ourselves to the truth of the scripture. We take it deep down into our hearts.  We store it up in our minds through memorization.  Over time, it becomes real to us—more real than the “truths” the world is preaching to us.  

· As the scripture becomes more real to us, we seek to apply the truth of scripture to our day-to-day lives.  We continually test our ideas, thoughts, attitudes, and motivations against scripture.  

Here’s one good way to think about what it means to have a renewed mind.  It means  

· Thinking about different things

· Thinking about things differently

· And having a new attitude toward God

First, renewing our minds means that we think about different things.  Colossians 3:1 says, “Since, then, you have been raised with Christ, set your hearts on things above, where Christ is seated at the right hand of God. Set your minds on things above, not on earthly things.”  We discipline ourselves to think about heavenly, spiritual, eternal things, not material, temporal things.  Likewise, Romans 13:14 says, “Rather, clothe yourselves with the Lord Jesus Christ, and do not think about how to gratify the desires of the sinful nature.” Instead of thinking about how to gratify or selfish, sinful desires, we think about the things of Christ.  Similarly, Philippians 4:8 says, “Finally, brothers, whatever is true, whatever is noble, whatever is right, whatever is pure, whatever is lovely, whatever is admirable—if anything is excellent or praiseworthy—think about such things.”  We focus our thinking on the good, the pure, the holy, and do our best to put evil and untruth out of our minds.
Second, renewing our minds means to think differently.  We’ve already seen that scripture says that the sinful mind is corrupted and hostile to God.  Romans 1:21 says

21For although they knew God, they neither glorified him as God nor gave thanks to him, but their thinking became futile and their foolish hearts were darkened. 22Although they claimed to be wise, they became fools…

Similarly, Ephesians 4:17-18 says

17So I tell you this, and insist on it in the Lord, that you must no longer live as the Gentiles do, in the futility of their thinking. 18They are darkened in their understanding and separated from the life of God because of the ignorance that is in them due to the hardening of their hearts. 

In contrast, Scripture teaches that when we become believers in Christ, we receive what Paul calls in 1 Corinthians 2:16 “the mind of Christ.”  As a result, we should have a new way of thinking.  Instead of being based in ignorance, our thinking should be based in truth.  Instead of being futile, our thinking should be effective, productive, and consequential.  As Paul says in 1 Corinthians 14:20, we should “stop thinking like children” but instead “in regard to … (our) thinking, be adults.”  As he says in 2 Corinthians 10:5, we should “take captive every thought to make it obedient to Christ.”  Our new way of thinking uses the truths of scripture to test and validate every assumption, assertion, and presupposition.  Our new way of thinking recognizes that the kingdom of God is an upside down kingdom—a kingdom where “many who are first will be last, and many who are last will be first”—and that we live in a world where many things that seem true are really false and many things that seem false are really true. 

But the most important thing is that renewing our mind changes our attitude toward God.  As we study and meditate on the word, and as we pray and worship, we come to know God better.   He becomes more real to us—more real than the world around us.  And we come to trust Him, seeing that His will for us is the best for us.  The pattern of this world is to rebel against God, to disobey Him, to distrust Him.  The pattern of this world is to believe that freedom lies in disobeying God and following our own desires.  But the renewed mind sees that disobedience to God is slavery to sin:  that God’s way is the best way; that true freedom lies in obedience to God.  And as we begin to see that, we are transformed, so that we begin to love to do what we ought to do.  

It is this new understanding of God that is the key to our transformation.  2 Corinthians 3:18 says, “And we all, who with unveiled faces behold the Lord's glory, are being transformed into his likeness with ever-increasing glory, which comes from the Lord, who is the Spirit.”  As our minds are renewed and we are enabled to behold the glory of the Lord—His power, His goodness, His love for us, His incredible mercy and grace—we are “transformed into his likeness with ever increasing glory.”

Ultimately, we have to remember that it is not through our effort or power that we are able to renew our minds (or transform ourselves).  We cannot renew our minds by self-effort. Studying, reading, mediating, and attending classes can all add information to our minds, but they cannot renew our minds.  It is the Spirit who has the power to renew and change us.  A new mind is the work of the Holy Spirit.  In fact, the Greek word used by Paul for renew is only used one other place in scripture.  Titus 3:4-6 says 

But when the kindness and love of God our Savior appeared, he saved us, not because of righteous things we had done, but because of his mercy. He saved us through the washing of rebirth and renewal by the Holy Spirit, whom he poured out on us generously through Jesus Christ our Savior.
After encouraging us to be transformed by the renewal of our minds, Paul says 

Then you will be able to test and approve what God's will is—his good, pleasing and perfect will.

What do you think Paul is saying in this sentence?  Take various answers.  I think he’s saying two things.  First, that once our minds have been transformed, we’ll be able to discern God’s will.  Second, that once our minds have been transformed, we’ll see more clearly how wonderful his will is.  That’s how the New Living Translation interprets this verse:

Then you will know what God wants you to do, and you will know how good and pleasing and perfect his will really is. 

The word translated “will” describes what one wishes shall be done or that which is desired or wished for. It refers to a desire which proceeds from one’s heart or emotions. It has both an objective meaning (“what one wishes to happen”) and a subjective connotation (“the act of willing or desiring”).﻿ The word conveys the idea of desire, even a heart’s desire, for the word primarily expresses emotion instead of volition. Thus God’s will is not so much God’s intention, as it is His heart’s desire.
The word translated “test and approve” in the NIV means to test or examine something with the purpose of discerning the genuineness of that which is tested. In the secular Greek culture this word was used to describe the testing of metal coins by fire to see whether they were pure.  

So the idea here is that, as our minds are renewed and we are transformed, we will have the ability to discern God’s will—an increased ability to perceive with clarity what God’s will is for our lives.  We’ll be able to examine a situation and “prove” what God’s genuine will is in that situation.  And not only that:  we’ll also see more clearly how good, how pleasing, and how perfect his will is for our lives.  

I remember hearing Kevin Cosby preach once on God’s will, which he broke into two parts:  God’s revealed will and His concealed will.  God’s revealed will is what he has exposed to us in His word.  These are the broad guidelines for life—the rules and principals that apply nearly all the time in nearly every situation and which are intended for every person.  Such as?  Take various answers.  The Ten Commandments.  This teaching (be transformed).  It takes no great discernment to know God’s revealed will—just the ability to read God’s word—although many struggle to do even that.
God’s concealed word, on the other hand, is the will of God for and in special situations.  Things like, should I date this person?  Should I go to such and such a movie?  Should I go to graduate school?  Should I go to Africa?  Kevin called this part of God’s will his concealed will because you can’t read it in a book. It has to be discerned for each person in each different situation.   

When Paul speaks here of God’s will, he is thinking of God’s concealed will.  He’s saying, as our minds are renewed, we more and more are able to sense—to know—God’s will for each circumstance of our lives.  Instead of just going by the broad guidelines, we gain the ability to know God’s will for each particular situation.   
What is Paul implying when he says, “Then” at the beginning of this phrase: Then you will be able to test and approve God’s will…?” That we can’t do this now, but we will be able to later—after we have been transformed.  What is it that makes it hard for use to discern and understand God’s will in our natural condition, before our minds are renewed?  Take various answers.  Because our natural minds are hostile to God—because in our natural state we want our will to prevail over his—in our natural state we are blind to God’s concealed will.  Even if we happen to discern it, we won’t think that it is good, pleasing, and perfect—because in our natural state we prefer his will to our own, we’ll see his will as bad, annoying, and flawed.  
When Paul says that God’s will is good, pleasing and perfect, what does he mean by good?  Good for whom?  Good for us.  God’s will is always the best thing for us.  Where would we rather be than in the center of God’s will for us?  By pleasing?  Pleasing to whom?  Pleasing to God, for sure, but also pleasing to us.  As we come to understand God better and better—as our minds are renewed and we are transformed—then we’ll come to see how much better for us God’s will is that our own, and we’ll understand better and better just how pleasing it is.  By perfect?  That in any situation or circumstance, God’s will for us is the best possible choice, the best possible alternative.  
OK, that’s it for today.  Next week we’ll move on—and I hope we’ll get o cover more than one verse!

The Bible uses several different metaphors and pictures to describe the change that is expected to take place in believers.  Can you think of some of them?  

· Growing up.  Ephesians 4:11-15 says, “It was he who gave some to be apostles, some to be prophets, some to be evangelists, and some to be pastors and teachers, 12to prepare God's people for works of service, so that the body of Christ may be built up 13until we all reach unity in the faith and in the knowledge of the Son of God and become mature, attaining to the whole measure of the fullness of Christ. 14Then we will no longer be infants, tossed back and forth by the waves, and blown here and there by every wind of teaching and by the cunning and craftiness of men in their deceitful scheming. 15Instead, speaking the truth in love, we will in all things grow up into him who is the Head, that is, Christ.”

· Clothing ourselves.  “Therefore, as God's chosen people, holy and dearly loved, clothe yourselves with compassion, kindness, humility, gentleness and patience.” (Colossians 3:12)

· Putting off and putting on.  “22You were taught, with regard to your former way of life, to put off your old self, which is being corrupted by its deceitful desires; 23to be made new in the attitude of your minds; 24and to put on the new self, created to be like God in true righteousness and holiness. (Ephesians 4:2-24)

· Training for Competition.  24Do you not know that in a race all the runners run, but only one gets the prize? Run in such a way as to get the prize.   25Everyone who competes in the games goes into strict training. They do it to get a crown that will not last; but we do it to get a crown that will last forever.  (1 Corinthians 9:24-25)

· Adding on  “For this very reason, make every effort to add to your faith goodness; and to goodness, knowledge; 6and to knowledge, self-control; and to self-control, perseverance; and to perseverance, godliness; 7and to godliness, brotherly kindness; and to brotherly kindness, love. “ (2 Peter 1:5)

· Dying.  5Put to death, therefore, whatever belongs to your earthly nature: sexual immorality, impurity, lust, evil desires and greed, which is idolatry. (Colossians 3:5)

He himself bore our sins in his body on the tree, so that we might die to sins and live for righteousness; by his wounds you have been healed. (1 Peter 2:24)
