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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? 

Last time we were together we began looking at 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 warns his readers:  “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.”  Instead of overestimating ourselves or underestimating ourselves 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.  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.”  
In offering the instruction to “not think too highly of ourselves,” Paul probably had a couple of things in mind.  First, Paul almost certainly is thinking about 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 and 5

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.
As believers, Paul says, “we who are many form one body:” we are to be as closely related to one another as the different parts of a human body.  But while we are unified, we are not uniform: he says, “we have different gifts, according to the grace given us.”  Just as the different members of our bodies have different functions, so each of us has a different role in the Body of Christ.  
And, he says, “each member belongs to all the others.”  The gifts God has given us have a purpose:  to build up our brothers and sisters and to prepare them for works of service (Ephesians 4:11-13).  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—for what Paul calls in 1 Corinthians 12:7 “the common good.”  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? [WRITE THEM ON THE BOARD]  Prophesying, serving, teaching, encouraging, contributing to the needs of others (giving), leadership, showing mercy.  That’s not the complete list—1 Corinthians 12 contains this list:

4There are different kinds of gifts, but the same Spirit. 5There are different kinds of service, but the same Lord. 6There are different kinds of working, but the same God works all of them in all men. 
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. 

What did you hear in there?  Wisdom, knowledge, healing, faith, miraculous powers, discernment, speaking in tongues and interpretation.  In addition to all of these there are probably others that could belong on the list as well.  

Who has given us the gifts and decided which ones we should have?  God.  Specifically, God the Spirit.  1 Corinthians 12:11 Paul says, “All these are the work of one and the same Spirit, and he gives them to each one, just as he determines.” IN Romans 12:6 Paul says it like this:  we have different gifts, “according to the grace given us.”  As we mentioned last week, 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.”  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.  
I’m going to read through verses 6, 7, and 8 again.  As I do that, listen to hear what Paul says about how we should use our gifts.

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.

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 does Paul say should you give?  Generously.  If it is leading, how should you lead?  Diligently.  If it is showing mercy?  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 comedy and George has the gift of coercion!  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?  Are you honoring the claim that your brothers and sisters have on you to use your gifts effectively for their benefit? If you’re not using your gifts to the full, why not?  And what could encourage you to use your gifts more faithfully?  Let’s break into our table groups to talk about these questions.  
OK, what did you come up with?  How many feel that you’re using your gifts fully, effectively, and enthusiastically?  How many feel that you’re honoring the claim that your brothers and sisters have on you?  Why not?  What could encourage you to use your gifts more faithfully?  

One thing Paul would warn us about is thinking that some folks—those with more glamorous or evident gifts—are somehow more important than those with lesser gifts.   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 when he warned the church at Rome, “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.”  In other words, 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.  Instead, you should use the gift or gifts God has given you as well as you can, for the benefit of your brothers and sisters, and for the benefit of the church.  

Why?  Why is it important to use your gift effectively?  Take various answers.  Of course, because you are commanded to do so.  Further, though, you’re going to be judged for how well you use what God has given you.  Consider this parable of Jesus:

 14"Again, it will be like a man going on a journey, who called his servants and entrusted his property to them. 15To one he gave five talents[a] of money, to another two talents, and to another one talent, each according to his ability. Then he went on his journey. 16The man who had received the five talents went at once and put his money to work and gained five more. 17So also, the one with the two talents gained two more. 18But the man who had received the one talent went off, dug a hole in the ground and hid his master's money. 
 19"After a long time the master of those servants returned and settled accounts with them. 20The man who had received the five talents brought the other five. 'Master,' he said, 'you entrusted me with five talents. See, I have gained five more.' 
 21"His master replied, 'Well done, good and faithful servant! You have been faithful with a few things; I will put you in charge of many things. Come and share your master's happiness!' 
 22"The man with the two talents also came. 'Master,' he said, 'you entrusted me with two talents; see, I have gained two more.' 
 23"His master replied, 'Well done, good and faithful servant! You have been faithful with a few things; I will put you in charge of many things. Come and share your master's happiness!' 

 24"Then the man who had received the one talent came. 'Master,' he said, 'I knew that you are a hard man, harvesting where you have not sown and gathering where you have not scattered seed. 25So I was afraid and went out and hid your talent in the ground. See, here is what belongs to you.' 
 26"His master replied, 'You wicked, lazy servant! So you knew that I harvest where I have not sown and gather where I have not scattered seed? 27Well then, you should have put my money on deposit with the bankers, so that when I returned I would have received it back with interest. 
 28" 'Take the talent from him and give it to the one who has the ten talents. 29For everyone who has will be given more, and he will have an abundance. Whoever does not have, even what he has will be taken from him. 30And throw that worthless servant outside, into the darkness, where there will be weeping and gnashing of teeth.'

Without getting into all the details of what this parable means, one thing is clear:  it matters a lot to God how well you use the gifts and abilities he has given you.  Those who use them effectively are called in the parable “good and faithful” and are welcomed into “their master’s happiness;” those who fail to do so are called “wicked” and “lazy” and are cast out from the master’s presence.  Serious stuff.
Consider further what Paul says about the Judgment Seat of Christ in 1 Corinthians 3:
But each one should be careful how he builds. 11For no one can lay any foundation other than the one already laid, which is Jesus Christ. 12If any man builds on this foundation using gold, silver, costly stones, wood, hay or straw, 13his work will be shown for what it is, because the Day will bring it to light. It will be revealed with fire, and the fire will test the quality of each man's work. 14If what he has built survives, he will receive his reward. 15If it is burned up, he will suffer loss; he himself will be saved, but only as one escaping through the flames.

So we have the opportunity for reward or loss based on the diligence with which we do the work that God has given us to do.
But more importantly, it is the work you do in the church using the gifts God has given you that give real meaning and purpose to your life.  Everything else you do will perish, but the work you do for the kingdom of God will have everlasting consequences.  If you want your life to matter, then the one way you can ensure that it does is to invest it in the lives of your brothers and sisters in Christ.  Your house, your job, your bank account, you hobbies—these will all burn up.  Your brothers and sisters will endure forever, and they will forever be grateful to you for the work you did on their behalf, using the gifts God has given you to do.   

Sometimes I think we hold back—we hesitate to go “all in”—because we fear that God will require us to do things for him that we hate to do.  And that may be so.  Certainly there will be days—maybe weeks, months, and even years—when the work God has called you to will be difficult, tedious, exhausting, discouraging, terrifying, and so on.  God does not promise that it’s going to be a piece of cake, even if you are squarely in his will.  Just look at the life of Paul.  Further, God is not content to leave those he loves as he finds us.  He will insist on stretching and growing you and that will require you to do things that may lie outside of your comfort zone:  like, for me, go to Africa or counsel people with broken marriages.  

But there are a couple of things I’ve observed from my own experience and those of others brothers and sisters who are engaged in God’s work.  First, God knows you.  He made you to do certain work for him.  He gifted you to accomplish that work.  Most often, when you’re doing the things God has called you to do—the things he has gifted you for—you are going to enjoy doing those things.  For me, I love to lead, to speak in public, to study and learn, to give.  God has allowed me to lead in his church, to study and teach his word, and to give to his work around the world.  And even in doing the things I would not have chosen to do at first—Africa, counseling—God has given me more joy than I might have thought.
So here’s the question:  Are you using your gifts enthusiastically, diligently, effectively, for the benefit of your brothers and sisters?  If not, are you going to begin to do so?  I hope you will, for your sake and even more for mine!

OK, that’s enough for today.  Next time, we’ll start with verse 9.
