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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 week we began covering verses 9 through 21.  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.  

Paul begins by saying, “Love must be sincere.”  The New Living Translation says it like this:

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

Paul begins with this instruction because it is fundamental: without sincere love, the rest of the behaviors that Paul is encouraging are at best empty actions and at worst impossible standards.  The word translated “love” here is agape: unconditional, sacrificial love—the highest kind of love.  Agape is not based on good feelings or physical attraction or familial bonds. It is not circumstantial.  It is deliberate and intentional.  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. Paul says that we should love one another like that, and that our love should be sincere:  genuine, without pretense, and authentic.  
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.”  1 John 4:7-8 says.
7Dear friends, let us love one another, for love comes from God. Everyone who loves has been born of God and knows God. 8Whoever does not love does not know God, because God is love.

So how is that possible?  How can any of us live up to that standard?  Take various answers.   First, this kind of love is only possible through the supernatural empowerment of the Holy Spirit.  Second, this kind of love is the direct result of a renewed mind and a transformed life.  Without a renewed mind and a transformed life, this kind of love would really be impossible.  
I have to say that I don’t remember the last thing I taught that convicted me and challenged me more than this.  All week long I’ve been confessing to God how far my love falls from this high standard—how hard and cold and dead my heart is—and asking him to teach me to love in the way that he wants me to—the way that He loves me.  He’s got a lot of work to do to answer those prayers, but my guess is that he’s up to the challenge.  I just hope it does kill me!

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 Paul uses, 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 and sacrificing for 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, acceptance, and sincere, warm friendship. 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…”
Paul’s next instruction is “11Never be lacking in zeal, but keep your spiritual fervor, serving the Lord.”  The phrase translated as “never be lacking in zeal” in the NIV literally says in the Greek “Not lagging behind in diligence” or, even simpler, “Not hesitating to be eager.”  The word translated as “fervor” in the NIV is the Greek word zeo, which we’ve seen before:  it means hot or boiling and is the root of our English word zeal.  Paul’s phrase is literally, “boil in the Spirit.”  What do you think these instructions mean?  What does it look like to “never be lacking in zeal” and to “keep our spiritual fervor?” Take various answers.  What causes you to lack in zeal, to lose your enthusiasm?  Take various answers.  How can you renew your spiritual zeal?  Take various answers.  Paul concludes this instruction by saying, “serving the Lord.”  One of the ways we demonstrate our zeal, our enthusiasm, is to be active in serving the Lord.  The word translated “serve” is based on the Greek word doulos.  Anyone recall from Kyle’s series “Not a Fan” what the word doulos means?  Slave.  Anyone recall the Greek word translated here as “Lord?”   Kurios.   So in this little phrase Paul is reminding us that Jesus is our master, and that we are his slaves, and that our purpose is to serve him in any way that he desires.  What are some ways that we serve the Lord?  Exercising our gifts.  Ministering to one another.  Doing what he commands us to do.  
Next, in verse 12, Paul says that we should “12Be joyful in hope, patient in affliction, faithful in prayer.”  Why should we be joyful? Because we have hope.  Hope of what?  Resurrection.  Eternal life.  No more death or sadness or crying or pain.  Should our joy be circumstantial?  No.  Why not?  Because it is based on our hope, which is not circumstantial.  Yet I find that often my joy is affected by circumstance.  You too?  Why is that?  We let our circumstances be more real to us than our hope.  We fail to remind ourselves sufficiently about our hope.  We put our hope in the wrong things—things like health and safety and wealth—that are not sufficient foundations on which to build true hope.  
Next, Paul says we should be “patient in affliction.”  Paul is saying that we should endure affliction.  The word translated “patient” in the NIV might be better translated as “persevering.”  The word translated “affliction” in the NIV and “tribulation” in the NASB is derived from a Greek word that means to crush, press, compress, or squeeze. It conveys the idea of being squeezed or placed under pressure or crushed beneath a weight.  Paul says that we should persevere under pressure.  Pressure like what?  Take various answers.  Illness.  Financial setbacks.  False accusation.  Job losses.  Fear.  Why should we preserve when we encounter these things?  Take various answers.  We know they are temporary.  We know that better things are coming.  We know that God is in control.  We know that he has a purpose in these things.  
Third, Paul says that we should be “faithful in prayer.”  What comes to mind when you think about being “faithful” in prayer?  Take various answers.  Regular.  Thoughtful.  Continual.  Steadfast.  Faithful to carry the requests of your brothers and sisters to the Lord.  Why do you think this is important?  Take various answers.  Does anyone struggle to maintain a faithful prayer life?  Why do you think that is?  Time pressure.  Forgetfulness.  One approach I’ve used to try to be more faithful in prayer is to schedule time with others to pray:  Mondays with guys at work for our company, Tuesdays with the guys from this class, Wednesday with my team on the church staff, Thursday with my friend Greg Crowe to pray for missions, Friday with my son Wes.  I should be doing more, but that’s a pretty good start.   Another good approach—it has not worked for me but others swear by it—is to maintain a good list of prayer requests.  Anyone else have other tools they’ve used to be faithful in prayer?
Next, Paul says, “13Share with God's people who are in need.”  What are some ways that we do this?  Giving money.  Taking meals.  Looking after each other’s kids.  Lending our possessions freely.  When Paul says that we should share with God’s people, does this mean that we should only share with God’s people?  What about others who are in need?  Of course not.  We demonstrate God’s grace when we are generous toward unbelievers.  But Paul stresses that we have a special obligation to be generous toward our brothers and sisters.
Next, Paul says that we should “Practice hospitality.”  The word translated “hospitality” is philonexia.  It’s a compound word. The first root is phílos, which means…?   Love.  Friendship.  The second is xenos, which means stranger.  So hospitality is literally the “love of strangers.”  This doesn’t mean that we only show hospitality to strangers, but the idea is that we should be welcoming to everyone, even strangers.  Believers should be willing to open their homes and share their tables with all, from their brothers and sisters to strangers.  The writer of Hebrews says it like this: “Do not forget to entertain strangers, for by so doing some people have entertained angels without knowing it.”  
OK, that’s plenty for today.  See you next week!

