In View of God’s Mercy, Offer Your Bodies as Living Sacrifices
Romans chs. 12-16

Key verse:  12:1 – 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.
The passage begins with the words “Therefore, I urge you, brothers, in view of God’s mercy”.  So after speaking on God’s righteousness, the new life in Christ, the love of God, and God’s mercy, everything could have been concluded as Paul did with the doxology of praise and worship of God.  The end.  Yet, he continues.  There is one more pressing issue to deal with and that is what now because of God’s mercy?  And so, he says, “Therefore, 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.”  The believers’ faith was known throughout the world.  Yet, they lacked something which is what Paul is addressing here.  In the Old Testament, God gave the sacrificial system so that the Israelites may be holy and pleasing to him.  He did so that they may come to him in worship and that the whole world may know God through Israel.  Now, because of God’s mercy through the blood of Christ, not because of animal sacrifice, this is fulfilled.  We are given the same life to worship God as Jesus did on earth, to live a life holy and pleasing to God, offered to him for his redemptive work.  Paul is urging fellow believers to offer their bodies as living sacrifices, as Jesus did, as their spiritual act of worship.  This life of worship is not limited to going to church on Sundays nor to religious activities.  Rather, in every aspect of our lives, we offer our bodies to God in worship.  What will then happen?  Christ is beautifully revealed through his own.  12:6 says, “Do 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.”  We are urged to take on the mind of Christ.  Then we see as Jesus sees and we know as Jesus knows.  We live a transformed life like Jesus’.  Indeed, then we know God’s will and we join God in praise and worship because of his good and perfect will.  That’s what happened to Paul as his eyes were opened to God’s will of mercy on all people.  He was united with Christ in fullness, joy and praise.  This is the wonderful life all believers are called to.  Amen.
What does Paul mean when he next instructed the believers to think of themselves with sober judgment according to the measure of faith God has given them?  Everyone likes to think of himself highly, especially in a group.  Comparison with others naturally comes.  Those with sober judgment depend on God and his mercy.  They are no longer an individual to themselves but belong to him who has called them in mercy.  They together form the body of which Christ is the head.  We all belong to one another as the holy community of believers.  And together, we offer our unique gifts to God in accordance to what he has given us.  “If a man's gift is prophesying, let him use it in proportion to his 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 is not saying to leave these people alone so they can do their job before God without interference.  Rather, in these words is shown the members of Christ’s body as one, working beautifully together for the glory of God.  And each person is to promote, serve and encourage all the others to offer their gifts to God.  If a fellow believer’s gift is teaching, then we who are members of the same body, should serve and encourage him in every way that he may teach wholeheartedly for the Lord.  In this way, together, we form one body of worship before God.  Amen.  Therefore, even in the matter of love, we are to take on Christ as our example.  Everyone likes the idea of love.  It is the most discussed subject in songs, poems, novels, and movies.  We think we know love.  Yet, very few people live the life of love.  According to vs. 9 and 10, “Love must be sincere.  Hate what is evil; cling to what is good.  Be devoted to one another in brotherly love.  Honor one another above yourselves.”  We want to honor ourselves above others, be impatient in times of affliction, and seek revenge on those who persecute us.  That is not love.  But in the very life of Christ and the life of Paul in the image of Christ, there is love, the real thing.  Their love overcame all the evil they faced.  What happened when the Jews and even Jesus’ own family persecuted him?  In love, he laid down his life for them.  What he did is a beautiful thing.  He overcame all the evil with the very goodness of God himself.  He won them over.  His love gave new Life to the Jews like Paul and even to Jesus’ own mother and brothers.  Likewise, being living sacrifices of God is living a life of love.  In this life, we are used by God for his redemptive work, to be a source of healing for many, that we may join in the affliction of those who are afflicted and in the mourning of those who mourn in the hope that they too may join Christ in love.  We offer our bodies for that good purpose.  That is why we live with the continuing debt to love one another, to build up our neighbor to bring praise to God.  And there is urgency now to love.  The night is nearly over; the day is almost here.  We should love one another with this understanding of the present time.  It is not the time to gratify the desires of our sinful nature but the time to clothe ourselves with the Lord Jesus Christ.  We should not be overcome by dissension, drunkenness, or jealousy.  Rather, it is the time to overcome evil with good, to join Jesus to fight the good fight.  Jesus and Paul lived with such urgency.  Day and night, Jesus served and prayed.  He taught at the synagogues and healed countless number of people.  He never lost sight of the truth, “The time has come.  The kingdom of God is near.  Repent and believe the good news!”  He lived each day as Today, the day of salvation, the day of God’s coming.  Likewise, let us be ready, let us love, clothing ourselves with the Lord Jesus for the time is at hand.  Amen.

Everything Paul spoke up to this point is clearly related to a life of offering, of worship.  However, in the first part of ch. 13, Paul included a section discussing the subject of government.  Perhaps the believers had an issue with the Roman rules and taxes.  But Paul relates obeying the government to worship.  He instructs without exception that everyone must submit to the governing authorities.  Why?  Even to corrupt ones?  At the center of the matter is that God has established all authorities.  At the heart of the issue is God himself.  Therefore, rebellion against the government is an act of rebellion against God.  There are no governments that God has not established.  And so, each governing authority is used by God for his good purpose.  He instilled the governments to do us good, that we may be conscious of God, living in reverence of him.  And so, they are God’s representatives and that is why we pay taxes to give our dues to his servants.  In all these things, we submit to the governing authorities in worship of Christ who is God over all.  Amen.
Before Paul concludes his letter with warm greetings to the precious co-workers at Rome, he had one more matter to deal with, that is, what to do with those who are weak.  Specifically, he writes on those whose faith is weak and on the failings of the weak.  The typical response to the weak is to either despise them or to avoid them.  They are nothing but trouble.  However, those who have the mind of Christ accept those whose faith is weak as Jesus himself did.  The example of a person who only eats vegetables is given here.  The person who eats meat should not look down on the one who does not.  And the one who abstains from meat should not condemn the one who eats.  If they judge one another, what is missing in their judgment?  They forget they are both someone else’s servant.  They both answer to their master, not to one other.  To their master, to their Lord, they stand or fall for it is the Lord’s judgment to make.  And they will stand for the same Lord is able to make them both stand.  Therefore, whether it’s food or special days, each person should be fully convinced in his own mind before the Lord, before whom everyone must give an account.  Each should eat, abstain, honor, or give thanks in devotion to the Lord.  Still, why is the treatment of food such a big deal?  It’s just food.  But what is the truth we are in?  “7For none of us lives to himself alone and none of us dies to himself alone. 8If we live, we live to the Lord; and if we die, we die to the Lord. So, whether we live or die, we belong to the Lord.  9For this very reason, Christ died and returned to life so that he might be the Lord of both the dead and the living.”  Christ is the Lord of the living and the dead and everything in between.  He is the Lord of all.  Therefore, in everything we do, say and eat, we do so to the Lord.  There is nothing outside of Christ.  Otherwise, “everything that does not come from faith is sin.”  In other words, everything that is not done in devotion to the Lord is sin.  Lord, have mercy on us.  So, for the sake of Christ, we accept one another, in whatever way we are weak, as members of the same body.  We do so to build each other up.  Let us not tear each other down because of disputable matters.  For the kingdom of God is of righteousness, peace, and joy and by his mercy, we are builders in his kingdom for that foundation.  “Let us therefore make every effort to do what leads to peace and to mutual edification.”  Amen.
What about the failings of the weak?  “We who are strong ought to bear with the failings of the weak and not to please ourselves… For even Christ did not please himself but, as it is written:  ‘The insults of those who insult you have fallen on me.’”  Taking on the failings, the humiliation, and the consequences of the weak should mean more misery and failure.  However, Christ himself demonstrated that he who took on the iniquities and insults of others, even being hung on a cross, more than bore their failings.  Those things could not defeat him.  Rather, he burned with hope all the more as he saw the completion and fulfillment of the heavens and earth with the offering of his body.  He rose victorious as the Lord over all.  He brought praise to God and became the foundation and capstone, the unity of all believers.  In the same way, as we bear the failings of others, we receive endurance and encouragement like that of Christ.  And so, we have hope as we look to Christ’s own life that our offerings are not in vain.  Rather, we have been made to be like Christ, to bring unity among all believers so that with one heart and mouth, we may glorify the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ.  And so, with that great hope and grand vision, we accept one another, bearing each other’s failings, in order to bring praise to God.  Not only so, as we bear the iniquities of others alongside Christ, he fills us with his surpassing joy and peace.  We have many witnesses in our times, missionaries, burden bearers who are under severe trials now but their lives offer encouragement to others.  Even though they are oppressed, they rise up.  Their life testimonies are filled with troubles and suffering and at the same time, overflow with hope, joy and peace.  There is nothing lacking.  They are in the fullness of Christ.  Therefore, for the sake of Christ, who laid down his life bearing the failings of all people, we are invited to offer our bodies for his holy purpose, to bring his own into complete unity as one praising and glorifying God.  We are used by him for his global, holy sanctification work.  Praise God for his mercy.  Praise God who is bringing to wonderful completion of all creation, who himself will be all in all.  Indeed, he is marvelous in our eyes.  Amen.
In chapter 15, Paul concluded the letter with his own life testimony.  “17Therefore I glory in Christ Jesus in my service to God. 18I will not venture to speak of anything except what Christ has accomplished through me in leading the Gentiles to obey God by what I have said and done— 19by the power of signs and miracles, through the power of the Spirit. So from Jerusalem all the way around to Illyricum, I have fully proclaimed the gospel of Christ.”  There was no more place for him to preach in these regions.  What wonderful grace of Christ that Paul may proclaim this truth with such fullness in joy.  In his own life, Paul showed that he was a living sacrifice holy and pleasing to God.  He bore the failings of Jews and Gentiles alike as he traveled throughout the area always under persecution.  The Jews followed him on his missionary journeys to stir up trouble for him, causing him to even be stoned.  But in bearing the burden of the people, he preached the gospel of Christ fully throughout the whole region.  The Gentiles were presented as an offering acceptable to God.  That is his eternal, glorious reward in offering his body in service to God.  As a living sacrifice, he lived a complete life.  This is the reward for all who offer and serve as Paul did.  Now, Paul had one last offering to make before he would go to Spain and be able to enjoy the company of the believers in Rome while on the way.  He asked them to join him in his struggle that God may rescue him from the hands of the unbelievers in Judea and that the saints in Jerusalem may be pleased with his offering from the churches of Macedonia and Achaia.  Here comes the beautiful picture that he is one with Christ in the struggle against sin.  His life is a continual holy sacrifice to the Lord in worship of him.  Nothing, not death or sin, not height or depth, not present or future can take that away.  He set the example for all to join Christ in prayer and in body to offer ourselves to God as living sacrifices.  Amen.
In his parting words, he greeted each believer in Rome with the affection of Christ.  “Greet Andronicus and Junias, my relatives who have been in prison with me.  They are outstanding among the apostles, and they were in Christ before I was.”  In his words, he considered each one of them far worthier than he.  He became a servant of them all.  In every greeting, he presented each person as a fragrant offering before the Lord and they are.  Paul was filled with joy because of them.  In them, in these few believers at Rome, he saw God’s hope and vision for the salvation of the world.  He had the eyes and mind of Jesus who himself saw the new heavens and the earth when he chose his twelve disciples.  Later on, people with smooth talk and flattery caused division among the believers at Rome.  Actually, Paul knew that would come.  Then how could he be so filled with hope and joy and even wrote this great letter to just these few?  What did Jesus himself see when Judas betrayed him even to death?  The kingdom of God in all its glory has come.  And so, Paul expressed the mind and spirit of Christ.  The church at Rome split and even disappeared.  The kingdom of God in all its glory has come.  He witnessed the true reality as Jesus did, God who is over all, God who is all in all, which nothing in all creation can shake.  Amen.  “…To the only wise God be glory forever through Jesus Christ!  Amen.”  May God bless our Romans conference that we may offer our bodies, ourselves, for his sanctification work among students.  May he raise 120 who have the hope and vision of Christ, who as one bring praise and glory to God.  Amen.
Let’s pray.  
