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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 looking at verses 8, 9, and 10 of Chapter 13:
 8Let no debt remain outstanding, except the continuing debt to love one another, for he who loves his fellowman has fulfilled the law. 9The commandments, "Do not commit adultery," "Do not murder," "Do not steal," "Do not covet," and whatever other commandment there may be, are summed up in this one rule: "Love your neighbor as yourself." 10Love does no harm to its neighbor. Therefore love is the fulfillment of the law. 
When Paul says, “Let no debt remain outstanding,” he’s offering two related but distinct principles.  First, if we owe money, we should repay what we owe; we should pay our bills on time; that we should not be deadbeats.  Second, avoid debt—don’t owe money.  
In the second half of verse 8, Paul transitions from a financial principle to a spiritual one.  Paul says, while we should repay our financial debts, there is one debt—one obligation—that we cannot escape:  the obligation to love one another.  In context here, “one another” has the same meaning as “your neighbor” in verses 9 and 10, and extends beyond believers to all people.  As followers of Christ, who agaped the world enough to offer himself as a sacrifice for its sins, we likewise are called to agape the world.

Why does Paul say that we should love one another?  Because “he who loves his fellowman has fulfilled the law.”  The word translated as “fulfilled” means to make full, to complete, or to accomplish.   So, Paul is saying, when we love our fellowmen we have accomplished the requirements of the Ten Commandments.  
Next, Paul says, quoting Moses, that each of us should “love his neighbor as yourself.”  This command, from Leviticus 19:18, is quoted 9 times in the NT—more than any other verse.  We’ve already seen three of those.  In addition to those, Jesus includes it in the list of commandments in his dialogue with the rich young ruler (Matthew 19): 

16Now a man came up to Jesus and asked, "Teacher, what good thing must I do to get eternal life?" 
17"Why do you ask me about what is good?" Jesus replied. "There is only One who is good. If you want to enter life, obey the commandments." 
 18"Which ones?" the man inquired. 
Jesus replied, " 'Do not murder, do not commit adultery, do not steal, do not give false testimony, 19honor your father and mother,' and 'love your neighbor as yourself.'" 
And James quotes it in James 2:8:

If you really keep the royal law found in Scripture, "Love your neighbor as yourself," you are doing right.

Explain the idea of “loving your neighbor as yourself” to me.  What does it mean to love someone else in the same way that you love yourself?  Discuss.  In the same way that we look after our interests, that we protect ourselves from harm, that we seek pleasure and fulfillment for ourselves, we should likewise have the same attitude and desires for others.  Some people interpret this instruction—love your neighbor as yourself—as a command to love yourself better.  What do you think about that?  Discuss.  As depraved sinners, we have no difficulty whatsoever in loving ourselves.  Luther wrote, "because of the defect of his nature, man loves himself above everything else.”  Paul simply commands us to love our neighbors with the same intensity and commitment that we love ourselves.
Paul says, “8Let no debt remain outstanding, except the continuing debt to love one another…” Why is it right to think about our requirement to love one another as a debt—something we owe—instead of something we do voluntarily?  What is the source of that obligation?  Discuss.  1 John 4:19 says, “We love because he first loved us.”  Having been loved by the Father, it is now our privilege and duty to reflect that love to our neighbors.  Further, when Jesus was asked about the greatest commandments, he pointed to the commandment that we love our neighbors as ourselves.  So loving our neighbors is not optional for those who have been called by God—it is a commandment.   
Paul says, “8Let no debt remain outstanding, except the continuing debt to love one another, for he who loves his fellowman has fulfilled the law.”  Why is it important to fulfill the law?  I thought we were free from the law?  What difference does it make if we fulfill the law?  Discuss.  Our salvation does not depend on our ability to keep the commandments.  In that sense, those of us who have put their trust in Christ are free from the law—we are no longer subject to it judgment or its condemnation.  But that does not change the fact that the law describes the will of God for our lives.  The law mandates how God wishes for us to live:  putting him first, worshipping only him, and then doing no harm to our neighbors.  As those who follow God, our desire should be to obey him and to do our best to keep his commandments.  In fact, Jesus said, 15"If you love me, you will obey what I command.” (John 14:15) and “Whoever has my commands and obeys them, he is the one who loves me. (John 14:21).  So obedience to God’s commandments is an expression of our love for Christ, the one who loved us enough to endure the cross on our behalf.
So it’s that simple:  we should agape one another, and in doing so we will fulfill the requirements of the law.  Anyone have a problem with that?  It’s impossible to do!  Putting the interests and needs or others ahead of our own—sacrificing ourselves for the benefit of others—is simply not possible to do in our own strength consistently.  To do so is unnatural and goes against our strongest instincts and desires.  So how do we do it?  How do we fulfill this instruction?  The power of the Holy Spirit.  It’s a result of being transformed and being renewed.  We do it in His power, not our own.  
Ok, so here’s our application idea for this week.  I want you to think about a neighbor—someone who lives nearby, or someone you work with, or someone else with whom you come into contact regularly—and I want to think about a specific way that you can agape that person this week.  The Bible says that you owe that person a debt of love—that you are obligated to love them.  So how are you going to pay that debt this week?  What specific things are you going to do to serve that person, or sacrifice for them, or put their needs ahead of your own?  

OK, let’s move on to verse 11 through 14:
11And do this, understanding the present time. The hour has come for you to wake up from your slumber, because our salvation is nearer now than when we first believed. 12The night is nearly over; the day is almost here. So let us put aside the deeds of darkness and put on the armor of light. 13Let us behave decently, as in the daytime, not in orgies and drunkenness, not in sexual immorality and debauchery, not in dissension and jealousy. 14Rather, clothe yourselves with the Lord Jesus Christ, and do not think about how to gratify the desires of the sinful nature. 
Does this passage remind you of a similar passage elsewhere in scripture?  It is very similar to Ephesians 5:15-20:

 15Be very careful, then, how you live—not as unwise but as wise, 16making the most of every opportunity, because the days are evil. 17Therefore do not be foolish, but understand what the Lord's will is. 18Do not get drunk on wine, which leads to debauchery. Instead, be filled with the Spirit. 19Speak to one another with psalms, hymns and spiritual songs. Sing and make music in your heart to the Lord, 20always giving thanks to God the Father for everything, in the name of our Lord Jesus Christ. 

Similarly, 1 Thessalonians 5:4-8 says

 4But you, brothers, are not in darkness so that this day should surprise you like a thief. 5You are all sons of the light and sons of the day. We do not belong to the night or to the darkness. 6So then, let us not be like others, who are asleep, but let us be alert and self-controlled. 7For those who sleep, sleep at night, and those who get drunk, get drunk at night. 8But since we belong to the day, let us be self-controlled, putting on faith and love as a breastplate, and the hope of salvation as a helmet. 

Paul begins, “and do this.”  Do what?  What does “this” refer to here?  Let no debt remain outstanding, except the continuing debt to love one another.  Even more broadly, everything Paul has been instructing us to do in Chapters 12 and 13.  Such as what?

· Love sincerely.  

· Hate what is evil; cling to what is good. 
· Be devoted to one another in brotherly love. 
· Honor one another above yourselves. 
· Never be lacking in zeal, but keep your spiritual fervor, serving the Lord. 
· Be joyful in hope, patient in affliction, faithful in prayer. 
· Share with God's people who are in need. Practice hospitality. 

· Bless those who persecute you; bless and do not curse. 
· Rejoice with those who rejoice; mourn with those who mourn. 
· Live in harmony with one another. 
· Do not be proud, but be willing to associate with people of low position.
· Do not be conceited. 

· Do not repay anyone evil for evil.

· Be careful to do what is right in the eyes of everybody. 
· If it is possible, as far as it depends on you, live at peace with everyone. 
· Do not take revenge, my friends, but leave room for God's wrath…

· Do not be overcome by evil, but overcome evil with good.

· Submit to the governing authorities
· Give everyone what you owe him: If you owe taxes, pay taxes; if revenue, then revenue; if respect, then respect; if honor, then honor. 
· Let no debt remain outstanding, except the continuing debt to love one another…

Paul says we should do all of these things “understanding the present time.”  Then, to make it clear to us what he means, he says, “The hour has come for you to wake up from your slumber, because our salvation is nearer now than when we first believed. 12The night is nearly over; the day is almost here.”  Someone paraphrase this for me.  What is Paul trying to say here?  Take various answers. Time is short.  We don’t have much time.  Wake up.  Get busy.  As is often the case, I really like the way the NLT translates this verse:

This is all the more urgent, for you know how late it is; time is running out. Wake up, for our salvation is nearer now than when we first believed. 12 The night is almost gone; the day of salvation will soon be here.

Most people—including, unfortunately, many believers—live their lives as though both they and the universe are eternal.  But of course neither we nor the universe are eternal, and understanding that we are not is a critical part of wisdom.  Moses said as much in Psalm 90 when he wrote,

 12 Teach us to number our days aright, that we may gain a heart of wisdom. 

If we think we’re going to live forever, we’ll have a manyana attitude, putting off the important, difficult things and wasting our time on trivial things.  If we think the universe is going to last forever—that there is no judgment coming—we’ll live in whatever way we want, indulging our desires and passions.  Paul is saying, be wise, time is short, remember what’s coming, and don’t waste time.

When Paul says, “our salvation is nearer now than when we first believed…” what does he mean by “our salvation?”  Haven’t we already received our salvation?  How can Paul speak about it as if it is something that is yet to occur?  Discuss.  Recall that the word salvation is used in three ways in the NT:

· To describe our justification by grace through faith.  For example, here’s the account of Zacchaeus’ salvation from Matthew:

8But Zacchaeus stood up and said to the Lord, "Look, Lord! Here and now I give half of my possessions to the poor, and if I have cheated anybody out of anything, I will pay back four times the amount."
9Jesus said to him, "Today salvation has come to this house, because this man, too, is a son of Abraham. 10For the Son of Man came to seek and to save what was lost."

If you are a believer, where in time did this salvation take place?  In the past.

· To describe our sanctification—the process where day by day we are being conformed to the likeness of Christ.  For example, Philippians 2:12 says

Therefore, my dear friends, as you have always obeyed—not only in my presence, but now much more in my absence—continue to work out your salvation with fear and trembling,

If you are a believer, where in time does this salvation take place?  In the present.

· Last, the word salvation can be used to describe the final completion of God’s work in us—the fulfillment of our salvation that will occur when Christ returns, brings the present age to an end and ushers in the Kingdom.  For example, consider this passage from Hebrews 9:28:

So Christ was sacrificed once to take away the sins of many people; and he will appear a second time, not to bear sin, but to bring salvation to those who are waiting for him.


and this one from 1 Peter 1:3-5

3Praise be to the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ! In his great mercy he has given us new birth into a living hope through the resurrection of Jesus Christ from the dead, 4and into an inheritance that can never perish, spoil or fade—kept in heaven for you, who through faith are shielded by God's power until the coming of the salvation that is ready to be revealed in the last time.

If you are a believer, where in time will this salvation take place?  In the future.

Which use of the word salvation does Paul have in mind here?  The last.  He’s saying, time is short.  Christ will be coming back soon.  There is little time.  

Little time for what?  What is it that Paul wants to be sure we do before Christ returns?  Discuss.  Become the people God wants us to be.  Complete the process he described back in 12:1-2:  being transformed by the renewal of our minds so that we no longer conform to the pattern of this world.  That’s why he says, “wake up from your slumber” and “put aside the deeds of darkness…”  He wants us to be urgent about our transformation, because he knows that we don’t have a lot of time.  He wants us to get on with being transformed, because he knows that our time will be up before we know it.    
Anything else?  Complete the work God has made us to do.  Recall that Ephesians 2:10 says, “For we are God’s workmanship, created in Christ Jesus to do good works, which He has prepared in advance for us to do.”  God has prepared a series to good works for us to accomplish in the time he has given us.  Paul wants us “make the most of every opportunity” to accomplish each tasks God has prepared for us.     Our goal as believers should be to complete those works that He has already prepared for us and so, Paul says, we should not waste any time.

Do you notice the whole day/night awake/asleep imagery that runs through this passage?  He says that “the night is nearly over; the day is almost here.”  What does he mean by that?  Discuss.  The reign of the Kingdom of Darkness is nearly ended.  The reign of the Kingdom of Light is about to be inaugurated.   Christ is coming back soon!  

Since the night is nearly over, Paul says, we should “wake up for (our) slumber.”  In effect, Paul is saying that the man who is living the conformed life is like a man who is asleep.  In what way is living the conformed life like being asleep?  Unaware of what is going on.  Wasting time.  Unable to accomplish anything.  Passive.  Indifferent.  Inactive.  He also says that we should “put aside the deeds of darkness.”  What are some of those?  Orgies and drunkenness, sexual immorality and debauchery, dissension and jealousy.  And, since the day is coming, he says, we should “put on the armor of light.”  Paul used the image of armor repeatedly in the NT as a metaphor for preparation for the spiritual battles must fight.  As we’ve already seen, in 1 Thessalonians 5:8 Paul says “But since we belong to the day, let us be self-controlled, putting on faith and love as a breastplate, and the hope of salvation as a helmet.”  And, of course, in Ephesians 6 he says,

11Put on the full armor of God so that you can take your stand against the devil's schemes. 12For our struggle is not against flesh and blood, but against the rulers, against the authorities, against the powers of this dark world and against the spiritual forces of evil in the heavenly realms. 13Therefore put on the full armor of God, so that when the day of evil comes, you may be able to stand your ground, and after you have done everything, to stand. 14Stand firm then, with the belt of truth buckled around your waist, with the breastplate of righteousness in place, 15and with your feet fitted with the readiness that comes from the gospel of peace. 16In addition to all this, take up the shield of faith, with which you can extinguish all the flaming arrows of the evil one. 17Take the helmet of salvation and the sword of the Spirit, which is the word of God. 18And pray in the Spirit on all occasions with all kinds of prayers and requests. With this in mind, be alert and always keep on praying for all the saints.

So, Paul is saying, we should be like soldiers, prepared for battle, taking full advantage of the tools and weapons we’ve been given, using them to defend ourselves against the inevitable attacks and to accomplish the tasks that have been prepared in advance for us to do.  

Last, Paul says, we should “clothe yourselves with the Lord Jesus Christ, and do not think about how to gratify the desires of the sinful nature. “  The word translated “clothe’ is the same word translated “put on” in verse 12.  Literally, Paul is instructing us to “put on” the Lord Jesus Christ.  What does it mean to “put on” the Lord Jesus Christ?  How do we do that?  Discuss.  One hint comes from Galatians 5:16, which is very similar to verse 14:

16So I say, live by the Spirit, and you will not gratify the desires of the sinful nature. 
Another idea would come from Ephesians 4:22-24, which says,
22You were taught, with regard to your former way of life, to put off your old self, which is being corrupted by its deceitful desires; 23to be made new in the attitude of your minds; 24and to put on the new self, created to be like God in true righteousness and holiness.

Here’s how Ray Steadman captures the idea:

When I get up in the morning I put on my clothes, intending them to be part of me all day, to go where I go and do what I do. They cover me and make me presentable to others. That is the purpose of clothes. In the same way, the apostle is saying to us, “Put on Jesus Christ when you get up in the morning. Make him a part of your life that day. Intend that he go with you everywhere you go, and that he act through you in everything you do. Call upon his resources. Live your life IN CHRIST. 
Putting on Christ means being subject to His Lordship, accepting His moral standards, living in constant fellowship with Him, and depending upon His strength.
So, let’s wrap up with a question:  If the day was near when Paul wrote this over 2000 years ago, how near is it for us today?  Nearer!  If Paul’s admonition to the Romans was urgent when he wrote it, how much more urgent is it today?  Much more!  Time is short.  Let’s not waste the precious time we have been given to serve God and to allow him to transform us.  Let’s be awake, alert, and ready for battle, knowing that the dawn is nearly here!
