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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? 

Over the last couple of weeks we’ve been looking at verses 3 through 8:
 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.

Last week we focused on Paul’s teaching about spiritual gifts.  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.”  As members of the body of Christ, we are obligated to one another.  Our brothers and sisters 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.  

In verses 6 though 8 Paul offers a partial list of the spiritual gifts—prophesying, serving, teaching, encouraging, contributing to the needs of others (giving), leadership, showing mercy—and teaches us a few things about how we should use the gifts God has given us.  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.  
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 think you’re insignificant.  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 gifts diligently, enthusiastically, 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, (the kingdom of heaven) 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.   

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 willing to begin to do so?  I hope you will, for your sake and even more for mine!

OK, let’s move on to verses 9 through 21:
9Love must be sincere. Hate what is evil; cling to what is good. 10Be devoted to one another in brotherly love. Honor one another above yourselves. 11Never be lacking in zeal, but keep your spiritual fervor, serving the Lord. 12Be joyful in hope, patient in affliction, faithful in prayer. 13Share with God's people who are in need. Practice hospitality. 
14Bless those who persecute you; bless and do not curse. 15Rejoice with those who rejoice; mourn with those who mourn. 16Live in harmony with one another. Do not be proud, but be willing to associate with people of low position.[c] Do not be conceited. 
17Do not repay anyone evil for evil. Be careful to do what is right in the eyes of everybody. 18If it is possible, as far as it depends on you, live at peace with everyone. 19Do not take revenge, my friends, but leave room for God's wrath, for it is written: "It is mine to avenge; I will repay,"[d]says the Lord. 20On the contrary: 

   "If your enemy is hungry, feed him; 
      if he is thirsty, give him something to drink. 
   In doing this, you will heap burning coals on his head."[e] 21Do not be overcome by evil, but overcome evil with good.

In these verses, Paul offers a series of brief practical instructions regarding the Christian life.  Each of these instructions is an example of what it means to be a “living sacrifice” and to be “transformed by the renewing of your mind.”  All the verbs in verses 9 through 21 are in the present tense, indicating a call to continual practice or a lifestyle manifested by these behaviors:  a virtuous life lived in conformity with the truth of the gospel.  

In commenting on these verses, Spurgeon said

Paul writes at full length upon the doctrines, but he is very concise and pithy upon the precepts, for things of daily practice need to be short and easy of remembrance. Let us learn each one of these weighty sentences by heart and put them all in practice.

Paul begins by saying, “Love must be sincere.”  Why do you think he starts that way?  Take various answers.  Love really underlies everything else that follows.  Without sincere love, the rest of the behaviors that Paul is encouraging are at best empty actions and at worst impossible standards.  

Recall that in 1 Corinthians Paul pauses in his extensive discussion of spiritual gifts (in Chapters 12 and 14) to inject a chapter on love in Chapter 12.  Likewise, here in Romans 12 he follows his presentation of spiritual gifts with a verse on love.  Why does that make sense?  What’s the connection?  Take various answers.  It makes sense that he would follow his presentation of spiritual gifts here in Romans with the same emphasis. The foundation for our service to one another—the empowerment for using our gifts diligently and enthusiastically—is love.  Without love, we’ll never be willing or able to serve our brothers and sisters in the way Paul commands us to do.  

The word translated “love” here is agape.  What can you tell me about agape love?  Take various answers.  Agape is the unconditional, sacrificial love that is personified in and demonstrated by God himself.  Biblical agape love is the highest kind of love.  It’s the love John is talking about when he says, “God so loved the world that he gave his only begotten son…”  Agape is not based on good feelings or physical attraction or familial bonds. It is not circumstantial.  It is deliberate and intentional.  It is active and self-sacrificing.  It continues to love even when it is rebuffed or insulted. It centers on the needs and welfare of the one loved and will pay whatever price is necessary to meet those needs and foster that welfare. 
True agape love is a sure mark of salvation.  John 13:35 says, “By this all men will know that you are my disciples, if you have love (agape) for one another.” 
The word translated “sincere” in the NIV means literally “without hypocrisy.”  The word hypocrite has its origin in the theatre:  a hypocrite was an actor.  The word came to be used metaphorically to describe someone who was acting, pretending, faking:  a hypocrite.  Conversely, someone who is “without hypocrisy” is genuine, sincere, without pretense, authentic.   Paul says that our love should be like that:  genuine, sincere, and authentic.  Interestingly, the word used in the NIV to express this idea, sincere, is from the Latin word sincerus, which means “without wax” and which stems from a practice of the early Roman merchants who set their earthen and porcelain jars out for sale. If a crack appeared in one, they would fill it with wax the same color as the jar, so a buyer would not be aware that it was cracked. But astute buyers learned to hold these jars out in the sun, and if the jar was cracked, the wax would melt and the crack would be revealed. So the honest merchants would test their wares this way and mark them “sincerus:” without wax. The word literally reflects what the Greek says here, "Let love be without hypocrisy." 

The New Living Translation captures the idea like this:

Don’t just pretend that you love others. Really love them.  (NLT)

What does this kind of sincere, non-hypocritical love look like? Take various answers.  Doing what others need even when it is inconvenient or costly.  Investing ourselves in the lives of others even though it costs us time and energy.  Sacrificing ourselves to serve or provide for others.  

So Paul challenges us to live out the highest form of love and to do so with the highest sincerity. So how is that possible?  How can any of us live up to that standard?  Take various answers.   Here are a couple of thoughts.  First, this kind of love is only possible through the supernatural empowerment of the Holy Spirit.  According to Galatians 5, the first fruit of the Spirit is agape love.  Romans 5:5 says, “And hope does not disappoint us, because God has poured out his (agape) love into our hearts by the Holy Spirit, whom he has given us.”  Without the empowerment of the Holy Spirit, this kind of sincere, self-sacrificing love would be truly impossible.  Second, this kind of love is the direct result of a renewed mind and a transformed life.  The renewed mind thinks about different things:  it thinks about others more than it thinks about itself.  It thinks about how to meet the needs of others instead of thinking about how to meet its own needs.  The renewed mind thinks differently:  it thinks about and cares about the needs of others and seeks ways to meet those needs.  Without a renewed mind and a transformed life, this kind of love would really be impossible.  
I don’t know about you, but I am overwhelmed with the idea of loving like this.  It scares me.  It wearies me.  It overwhelms me.  I don’t know how to do it.  It’s hard enough to imagine behaving in the ways that are required by agape love, yet alone doing so with sincerity.  I know that loving like this is painful and expensive, and I’m not sure I’m up for the pain and the cost.  I know that loving like this mean having your heart broken continually, and I’m not sure I want to live with a continually broken heart.  I am really challenged by Paul’s command here, and I’m going to begin praying that God will enable me and teach me how to love like this.  
Paul continues, “Hate what is evil; cling to what is good.”  Believers are to express their hatred for evil not only by withdrawing from it and abstaining from it but by actively hating it—by being repulsed by it.  Why does that make sense?  Why should we hate evil?  Take various answers.  We understand how abhorrent it is to God.  We understand the high price He had to pay to defeat it.  We understand how damaging it is to us and to others.  Is this true for you?  Are you repulsed by evil?  Do you hate it?  Or do you merely abstain from it while secretly wishing that you could enjoy it?  I know I struggle with that kind of thinking.  What lies at the heart of this kind of thinking?  Why do we think like that?  Take various answers.  It reflects conformity to the pattern of this world and a lack of transformation.  When we secretly desire evil, we’re thinking like the world thinks; when we abhor evil, we’re showing evidence of renewal and transformation.  

Instead, Paul says, we should “cling to what is good.”  The word translated “cling” means literally to glue or join together or cement and thus to unite. It can be used to describe joining oneself to another in a sexual union.  The idea here is that we are to be continually being joined to—being cemented to—that which is good.   Our attachment to "what is good" is like our attachment to our spouse in marriage:  to cling to what is good is to be wedded to it, to be totally committed to it.  Total commitment leaves neither time nor inclination to court evil. 
What do you imagine Paul means by good?  What are the good things we should cling to?  Take various answers.  Truth.  Honesty.  Quality.  What is good for others.  
At first it may seem like a bit of a non sequitor for this command—hate what is evil, cling to what is good—to follow as it does Paul’s command to love sincerely, but I don’t think it is.  I think Paul is saying that one characteristic of this kind of authentic love is that abhors evil and clings to what is good.  Why?  What’s the connection?  Take various answers.   Couple of thoughts about this.  First, one aspect of agape love is that it desires the best for others.  When we see them engaged in evil behavior—enslaved to sin—we should desire to rescue them—to see them set free.  Second, our love for others causes us to feel the pain they suffer as the result of evil—abuse, hatred, rejection, and so on—and to share the joy they feel from good.  Third, true love means that we never perpetrate evil against others, but that we behave in such a way as to bring good into their lives.  Finally, genuine agape love is God's kind of love, and God hates evil.  When we love like God, we’re going to be repulsed by evil and drawn toward the good.
Next, Paul says, “10Be devoted to one another in brotherly love. “ A more literal translation of this verse would be, “Let us have real warm affection for one another as between brothers (Phillips).”  Paul uses two different Greek words expressing love or affection in this verse.  Both are based on the word phileo, which describes the love of belonging or of friendship.  It describes the affectionate love we have for close friends and is exemplified in scripture by the friendship between David and Jonathan.  The first word, philadelphia, is literally brotherly love—the love of one “from the same womb.”  In the NT philadelphia is used to describe the love that believers possess for one to another who, even though they were members of different natural families, are united in Christ into the family of God.  The second, philostorgos, describes the affectionate love that exists between members of the same family, especially between parents and children.  It combines phileo with storge, which is natural, instinctive family love or tender affection, particularly members of one's immediate family.  Combining the two words—philos and storge—strengthens the expression.  Using both philadelphia (translated in verse 10 as “brotherly love”) and philostorgos (translated as “Be devoted to one another” or “real warm affection”) strengthens it even more:  Paul is essentially saying, “Love one another like brothers;  like members of the same family.” 
Paul just said back in verse 9 that we should agape each other genuinely.  Now he tells us to philadelphia and philostorge one another as well.   Why do you think he adds that?  Take various answers.  Paul is using the richness of the Greek language to convey the depth of the love we should have for one another.  Not only should we agape one another—serving one another—we should also love one another like brothers, like members of the same family, with genuine affection.  He’s saying that the relationships among Christians should involve intimacy, understanding, and acceptance. The idea is to be devoted to other Christians with a family sort of love, not based on personal attraction or desirability.
The second half of verse 10 says, “Honor one another above yourselves.”  What does that suggest to you?  Take various answers.  Put others first.  Care about the needs of your brothers and sisters more than your own.  Humbly consider others better than yourself.  The idea is expressed more fully in Philippians 2:3-8:
3Do nothing out of selfish ambition or vain conceit, but in humility consider others better than yourselves. 4Each of you should look not only to your own interests, but also to the interests of others. 
5Your attitude should be the same as that of Christ Jesus: 
6Who, being in very nature[a] God, 
      did not consider equality with God something to be grasped, 
7but made himself nothing, 
      taking the very nature[b] of a servant, 
      being made in human likeness. 
8And being found in appearance as a man, 
      he humbled himself 
      and became obedient to death— 
         even death on a cross! 

Honoring others above ourselves is an expression of agape love.  It is also a sure fire way to observe Paul’s encouragement to “not think of yourself more highly than you ought…”
OK, that’s plenty for today.  See you next week!

