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Romans 12

We’re 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.

In 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.

In verse 2, Paul 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.  This transformation 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 means for this transformation is what Paul calls “the renewing of our minds,” which we’ve said has three primary elements:  thinking about different things, thinking about things differently, and having a new attitude toward God.  

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.”

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.

This verse offers two promises:  First, that as we are transformed, we’ll be able to discern God’s will for our lives more and more clearly; and second, that as our minds are transformed, we’ll see more clearly how wonderful his will is:  how “good, pleasing, and prefect” it is.  In other words, as the new Living Translation puts it, 
Then you will know what God wants you to do, and you will know how good and pleasing and perfect his will really is. 

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.  We’ll look at that use of the word in a few minutes.

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.  
Paul 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. 

Paul says “think of yourself with sober judgment, in accordance with the measure of faith God has given you.”  What does that last part mean to you:  “in accordance with the measure of faith God has given you?”  Take various answers.  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 provided a measure of faith to each of us.  

A second key word in that phrase is “given.” The Bible makes it clear that faith is itself a gift from God.  Ephesians 2:8-9 says, “For it is by grace you have been saved, through faith—and this not from yourselves, it is the gift of God— not by works, so that no one can boast.”  The faith that enables us to assess ourselves soberly is not of ourselves, it is God’s gift.  As such, it is not a source of pride or arrogance but humility.  We assess ourselves from the point of view of one who has received the gift of faith from God, and it causes us not to think too highly of ourselves:  “so that no one can boast.” 
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. 

This phrase—in accordance with the measure of faith God has given you—also serves as a transition to the verses 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.”  The Greek word translated “apportioned” in Ephesians 4:7 is the same word translated as “measure” in Romans 12:3.  In Romans 12:3, Paul speaks of faith being measured out to each one; in Ephesians 4:7 he speaks of grace being apportioned.   In both cases, he is speaking of the spiritual gifts that God has given to each and every one of us.  
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 the instruction to “not think too highly of ourselves,” Paul probably had a couple of things in mind.  First, you may recall from our study of 1 Corinthians some time ago that the Corinthian church was being ripped apart by jealousy and arrogance related to gifts:  those with certain gifts, especially the gift of tongues, were looking down on others with other gifts they felt were inferior.  Those with the so-called “lesser” gifts felt unimportant and inferior. I think Paul had that problem in mind here as well when he encouraged the Roman Christians “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.”  He’s offering a warning:   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, thinking too highly of yourself—and it is important to God’s kingdom—so don’t despair.  

Second, Paul almost certainly also 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, united in Christ as members of one body.  He has this idea in mind when he says in verses 4, 5, and 6
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.
When Paul speaks about “one body with many members,” what does he mean by “members?”  Take various answers.  Parts of our body:  arms, legs, feet, hands, eyes, ears, and so on.  Do those different parts all have the same function?  Of course not.  Likewise, Paul says, we as members of the church “form one body.” How closely are we to be united with our fellow believers?  Take various answers.  As closely united as the different parts of one body.  Does that mean we are all the same?  Take various answers.  No—we are unified, but not uniform: as Paul says, “we have different gifts.”  Just as the different members of your body have different functions, so each of us has a different role in the Body of Christ.  Paul develops this idea more fully over in 1 Corinthians 12, which we’ve studied before.  There, he makes explicit the unity of believers of different backgrounds, saying

12The body is a unit, though it is made up of many parts; and though all its parts are many, they form one body. So it is with Christ. 13For we were all baptized by[c] one Spirit into one body—whether Jews or Greeks, slave or free—and we were all given the one Spirit to drink. 
He also is more explicit in 1 Corinthians 12 about the different functions of the different parts of the body, saying,

14Now the body is not made up of one part but of many. 15If the foot should say, "Because I am not a hand, I do not belong to the body," it would not for that reason cease to be part of the body. 16And if the ear should say, "Because I am not an eye, I do not belong to the body," it would not for that reason cease to be part of the body. 17If the whole body were an eye, where would the sense of hearing be? If the whole body were an ear, where would the sense of smell be? 18But in fact God has arranged the parts in the body, every one of them, just as he wanted them to be. 19If they were all one part, where would the body be? 20As it is, there are many parts, but one body. 
So it is with the church:  “in Christ we who are many form one body, and each member belongs to all the others.”  Notice that Paul says, “each member belongs to all the others.”  What do you think that means?  Take various answers.  God has assembled us as a church and has distributed the various gifts among us for the benefit of one another and the church as a whole.  1 Corinthians 12:7 says,

7Now to each one the manifestation of the Spirit is given for the common good.
Likewise, Ephesians 4:11-13 says
11It 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.

What is the purpose of Spiritual gifts?  “To prepare God's people for works of service, so that the body of Christ may be built up.”  The gifts God has given us have a purpose:  to build up our brothers and sisters and to prepare them for works of service.  Since our gifts are needed by our brothers and sisters, they have a claim on us:  we “belong” to them.  They have a right to expect us to use the gifts that God has given us for their benefit.  When we refuse or neglect to exercise our gifts, we’re shortchanging one another and failing to do our part to build up the body of Christ.  
This idea—that we owe it to one another to faithfully exercise our gifts—is so important that it leads Paul to offer a little exhortation about the use of the spiritual gifts.  He says,

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.

Let’s see what we can learn from this.  First, do we all the same gifts?  No.  We’ve been assigned different gifts. What are some of the gifts Paul mentions here? Prophesying serving, teaching, encouraging, contributing to the needs of others, leadership, showing mercy.  That’s not the complete list—1 Corinthians 12 also mentions wisdom, knowledge, healing, faith, miraculous powers, discernment, speaking in tongues and interpretation—and there are probably others that belong on the list as well.  

Who has given us the gifts and decided which ones we should have?  God.  Specifically, God the Spirit.  Paul says that we have different gifts, “according to the grace given us.”  As we mentioned above, 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.” 
This idea—that God has given each of us different, unique gifts—is made more explicit in 1 Corinthians 12:
7Now to each one the manifestation of the Spirit is given for the common good. 8To one there is given through the Spirit the message of wisdom, to another the message of knowledge by means of the same Spirit, 9to another faith by the same Spirit, to another gifts of healing by that one Spirit, 10to another miraculous powers, to another prophecy, to another distinguishing between spirits, to another speaking in different kinds of tongues,[a] and to still another the interpretation of tongues.[b] 11All these are the work of one and the same Spirit, and he gives them to each one, just as he determines.

It is God the Holy Spirit who gives the gifts and who decides which gifts should be given to which people.  Everyone has one or more gifts, but we don’t all have the same gifts.  
According to verses 6, 7, and 8, how should we use our gifts?  Take various answers.  Paul’s first point is that we should use them!  He says, if your gift is serving, you should… What?  Serve.  If your gift is teaching, you should… What?  Teach!  Whatever gift God has given you, you should be putting it to use.  We are stewards of our gifts just as we are stewards of our time and our money.  As stewards, we are accountable to the one who has entrusted the gifts to us, and we will be judged for our faithfulness in using what has been provided to us.
Further, though, we should use our gifts enthusiastically.  If your gift is contributing to the needs of others—giving—how should you give?  Generously.  If it is leading, how should you lead?  Diligently.  If it is showing mercy?  Cheerfully.  
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.

Do you know what your gifts are? I know about a few of you:  Cynthia has the gift of encouragement, Tom the gift of leadership, Gena the gifts of knowledge and teaching, Susan the gift of hospitality .  Some of you have gifts that I can’t find in the Bible:  Kevin has the gift of humor and George has the gift of intimidation!  But each of us has at least one gift.   If you don’t know what you gift is, how can you find out?  Take various answers.  First, you can ask someone who knows you well.  Another idea would be to think about what you really enjoy doing, and what you’ve been prepared to do by experience or training.  A third idea is to start trying things—volunteering for different tasks and responsibilities—until you find something that you enjoy and are good at.  
But here’s the bigger question:  Are you using the gifts God has given you?  Are you using them faithfully, diligently, and enthusiastically, or unreliably, occasionally, and grudgingly?  If you’re not using your gifts to the full, why not?  And what could encourage you to use your gifts more faithfully?

OK, that’s it for today.  I’ll be out next week.  In two weeks, we’ll move on  the second half of Chapter 12.

