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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 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.

Two weeks ago 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.

Last week we got halfway through verse 2.  In this verse, Paul describes a process of change that should take place in the life of a believer, a transformation from a sinner who is “conformed” to the pattern of this world into the likeness of Jesus Christ.  The word “conform” means to “act in accordance or agreement with,” and that’s where we begin our Christian lives:  as those who “act in accordance or agreement” with the pattern of this world.  When Paul refers to “this world,” he’s probably thinking about the same things that John mentions 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. 
Paul says that we should not conform, but we should be transformed.  The word translated as “transformed” means to change and is the same word from which we get the 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.  

What are we to be transformed into?  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…”  

How are we transformed?  Paul says it occurs through the “renewing of our minds.” 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.  We do that by practicing the spiritual disciplines: Bible study, Prayer, Meditation, Worship, Service, Scripture memory, and so on.  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.    

Renewing our minds means, in part, to think differently.  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 our idea, thought, attitude, motivation, assumption, assertion, and presupposition.  

Renewing our minds also means thinking 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.”  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 discipline ourselves to think about heavenly, spiritual, eternal things, not material, temporal things.  

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 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 suppose Paul means by that?  Anyone want to try their hand at paraphrasing that 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?  Take various answers.   Should I date this person?  Should I go to such and such a movie?  Should I change jobs?  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.  
Isn’t that a great promise?  That if we allow God to transform us by the renewal of our minds, that we will be able to discern God’s will for our lives in any and every circumstance, and that we will see clearly just how good, pleasing, and perfect it is?  I know for myself that there have been many times I wished that I could ascertain what God would have me do.  There have also been many times when I was pretty sure I knew what God wanted me to do, but would not have thought of his will for me as good, pleasing, and perfect.  But I find that as the Spirit works in me, renewing my mind, transforming me, I can more and more clearly see what God would have me do in different situations and am more an more content to do what I perceive he is leading me to do.  
Let me give you an example.  A few months ago I was seriously considering quitting my job.  Things have been tough at work for a while, I’m bored because not much interesting and new is happening, and I’m struggling with my new board and investors.  I thought, I should take a year or two off, recharge my batteries, and devote some time to other interests.  And I’m convinced that if I was still the 30-year-old Doug, I would have quit already.  But the Spirit brought to my mind the verse that says, “Not only so, but we also rejoice in our sufferings, because we know that suffering produces perseverance; perseverance, character; and character, hope.”  I thought, you know, what if God is deliberately putting me through this tough time at work in an effort to build my character—to teach me to persevere.  I would sure hate to quit and miss that lesson, and forfeit the opportunity to have my hope strengthened as I see him work through these circumstances.  So, I decided, if God wants me to have time off, he can easily get me fired.  In the meantime, I’m going to stay with this, persevering, and watch to see what God does.  Do you see how that’s the exact lesson of this verse?  What was I able to discern (I think)?  God’s will for me.  Why was I able to discern it?  Because of the power of scripture renewing my mind, making what God wants for me—character and perseverance—more valuable to me that what I wanted—time off.  And, having discerned it, what was my attitude about it?  I saw that it was better for me than what I wanted.  
Anyone else have a similar story they would like to share?  Take various answers.
OK, let’s move on.  In verses 3 through 8, Paul says,
 3For by the grace given me I say to every one of you: Do not think of yourself more highly than you ought, but rather think of yourself with sober judgment, in accordance with the measure of faith God has given you. 4Just as each of us has one body with many members, and these members do not all have the same function, 5so in Christ we who are many form one body, and each member belongs to all the others. 6We have different gifts, according to the grace given us. If a man's gift is prophesying, let him use it in proportion to his[b]faith. 7If it is serving, let him serve; if it is teaching, let him teach; 8if it is encouraging, let him encourage; if it is contributing to the needs of others, let him give generously; if it is leadership, let him govern diligently; if it is showing mercy, let him do it cheerfully.

Paul begins by saying, “By the grace given me…”  What does that mean?  Take various answers.  It’s a reference to Paul’s status as an apostle and an appeal to his apostolic authority.  Paul often refers to his calling and ministry as “God’s grace” to him.  For instance, 1 Corinthians 15:10 says, “But by the grace of God I am what I am, and his grace to me was not without effect. No, I worked harder than all of them—yet not I, but the grace of God that was with me.”  And Ephesians 3:7-8 says, 
I became a servant of this gospel by the gift of God's grace given me through the working of his power.  Although I am less than the least of all God's people, this grace was given me: to preach to the Gentiles the unsearchable riches of Christ… 
More generally, the NT uses the term “grace” to refer to the spiritual gifts God gives us and the ministry implied by those gifts.  For example, 1 Peter 4:10 says, “Each one should use whatever gift he has received to serve others, faithfully administering God's grace in its various forms.” Paul uses the word in that way in this very passage, in verse 6, where he says.” We have different gifts, according to the grace given us.”

Paul continues:  “I say to every one of you: Do not think of yourself more highly than you ought, but rather think of yourself with sober judgment, in accordance with the measure of faith God has given you.”  The phrase “think of yourself more highly than you ought” is actually a single Greek word that means literally to “over think” or “think above” and so implies the idea of being overly proud, arrogant, or haughty.  What is implied by Paul urging us NOT to think of ourselves more highly than we ought?   That we often do!  Anyone here ever struggle with thinking of yourself more highly than you ought?  All of us!  What are some ways that we do this?  Take various answers.  We underestimate our sinfulness.  We think we’re not that bad, or that we’ve overcome most of our sins.  Another is to overestimate our giftedness.  We think we’re “all that” when the truth is that we’re “not that much.” Why do you think we do this?  Why do we think of ourselves more highly than we ought?  We don’t see ourselves clearly.  We’re not very self-aware.  We think about ourselves way too much.  We compare ourselves to others.  We grade ourselves on the curve

Notice that Paul says that we “shouldn’t think of ourselves more highly than we ought.” So, how much is too much?  How much is “more highly than we ought?”  Take various answers.  I think Paul’s point is that we should have a clear, self-aware view of ourselves:  not too high, because we don’t merit that, but not too low either, because we have value as children of God and workers in his kingdom.  Not arrogant, but also not despairing either.  He makes that point in the next phrase, where he says that instead of thinking of ourselves more highly than we ought, we should “think of (ourselves) with sober judgment, in accordance with the measure of faith God has given you.”  The word translated “sober judgment” means literally to be of sound mind and conveys the idea of being in one's right mind.   It means to be able to reason and think properly and in a sane manner. It means to have understanding about practical matters and thus be able to act sensibly. 

So, what does that look like?  When you think of yourself with sober judgment, what conclusions do you come to?  Take various answers.  I am a sinner, saved by grace.  Because I am a sinner, I am easily deceived.  I am easily tempted.  I can do nothing on my own, but I can do all things through Christ.  And so on. 
Paul says “think of yourself with sober judgment, in accordance with the measure of faith God has given you.”  This phrase serves as a transition to the verse that follow, where Paul talks about spiritual gifts and urges us to use to the full whatever gift God has given us.  The language here is very similar to Ephesians 4:7: “But to each one of us grace has been given as Christ apportioned it.”  
What’s the connection between the gifts God has give us and not thinking too highly, but soberly, about ourselves?  Take various answers.  It is through the gifts that God has given us that we obtain purpose and identity.   The gifts God gives us are important, and they make us important.  On the other hand, they are given to us by God—they are not of ourselves—and so we have no basis to be arrogant about them.  When we see our value in the faith God has given us, we won’t think either too highly or too lowly about ourselves. 
To pull all of this together, here’s the way the New Living Translation handles this verse:

Because of the privilege and authority God has given me, I give each of you this warning: Don’t think you are better than you really are. Be honest in your evaluation of yourselves, measuring yourselves by the faith God has given us. 

Notice that this warning—don’t think too highly, but think soberly—follows immediately after Paul has instructed us to be transformed by the renewal of our minds.  So not thinking too highly, but soberly, is a manifestation of a renewed mind.  When our minds are renewed, we think differently, and one of the things we think differently about is ourselves.  Where we were blind and unaware, and as a result arrogant, we now have clear, sober self awareness.

In offering this instruction, Paul probably had in mind the conflict between Jewish and Gentile believers that seems to have been a problem in the Roman church.  As members of God’s chosen race, Jews looked down on Gentiles as uncouth barbarians, as Paul pointed out in Chapter 2; Gentiles condemned Jews as members of the race that rejected the Messiah, as we saw in Chapter 11.  So, Paul is reminding both sides to remember who they are:  sinners saved by grace.  
It is also possible in the context that Paul is thinking about the problem that those with flashier spiritual gifts have a tendency to look down on those with less dramatic gifts.  It’s the same problem Paul discusses in great detail in 1 Corinthians 11.  Here, he warns us:  don’t get arrogant if you have a flashy gift, and don’t be disappointed if your gift is less dramatic.  Your gift is from God, it’s not about you—so don’t be arrogant—and it is important to God’s kingdom—so don’t despair.  

As we’ve discussed, we see these same issues in the church today, with one group looking down on another, one person feeling superior to another for some reason.  Can you think of examples?  Take various answers.  Paul’s instruction to all of us:  Do not think of yourself more highly than you ought, but rather think of yourself with sober judgment…

OK, that’s it for today.  Next week we’ll move on to talk more about the gifts
I think there’s a tendency to focus on the word “measure” here, which seems to imply that some have more faith, some have less, and that the amount of faith we have determines our value (those with a larger measure of faith can think of themselves more highly that others) or perhaps determines our ability to think soberly about ourselves (those with more faith will be better able to assess themselves soberly).   I think, though, that the key word here is faith.  It is through faith that God gives us the ability to assess ourselves soberly.  Without faith, we’ll either be arrogant (overestimating ourselves) or defeated and discouraged (underestimating ourselves).  It is faith—our trust that our salvation does not depend on us in any way but is entirely based on the perfect righteousness of Jesus Christ—that allows us to look ourselves square in the eye and admit the truth about ourselves.  It is also through faith—the trust we have that God has saved us, has given us gifts, and has prepared work for us to do for Him— that we know that we have value and purpose.  With the emphasis on “faith,” the word measure is just an acknowledgement that God has 

“given” is also key.

