IN VIEW OF GOD’S MERCY

Romans 12:1-21

Key Verse: 12:1

“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.”


Romans 12:1 begins with the words, “Therefore, I urge you, brothers, in view of God's mercy…” We can understand the first eleven chapters of Romans in this way, as the unfolding of the sovereign mercy of God. In chapters 1-8 this mercy is described through the gospel of Jesus, the gospel that rules over the power of sin and death, that makes sinners to be more than conquerors through him who loved us. Chapters 1-8 are a detailed exposition of what the gospel is in terms of Christ’s victory over the power of sin and death on behalf of the wretched. Such love made the author Paul to conclude, “Neither height nor depth, nor anything else in all creation, will be able to separate us from the love of God that is in Christ Jesus our Lord.” (8:39)


This should be enough for us. But instead, Paul went on to describe the mercy of God in different terms in chapters 9-11. There Paul described the sovereign mercy of God which extended beyond the people of Israel to the Gentiles, and how God prepared the Christ in history to bless not only the Jews, but also the Gentiles, with the same mercy. The mercy of God is complete in its scope. Verse 11:32 says, “For God has bound all men over to disobedience so that he may have mercy on them all.” So we find that the mercy of God in the gospel was sufficient over sin and death, and it covers the whole world and all men. At this point Paul exclaimed, “For from him and through him and to him are all things. To him be the glory forever! Amen.”


Normally the word, “Amen,” might signal the end, for instance of a prayer. But for Paul it signaled a new beginning. The next word is, “Therefore.” So the exposition of the sovereign and eternal mercy of God in chapters 1-11 was in a sense only the foundation or preparation of the next five chapters. Chapters 12-16 may be considered a third dimension of God’s mercy, beyond theological, beyond historical. It is the expression of the mercy of God in the lives of his people every day. We may think that there is some separation between the writings of Paul in 1-11—the undeniably great work of God revealed there—and our life, which seems the same every day with little change. But Paul begins these chapters with the words, “in view of God’s mercy.” He wrote to the Christians in Rome who would much the same experience as we do. May God bless us through the summer conference preparation and the study of Romans so that the vision of God’s mercy may be the foundation of our life and our hope today.

I.  Offer your bodies as living sacrifices (1-2)

Verse 1 begins, “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.”  Here we should remember what Paul means by, “In view of God’s mercy.” What was Paul’s view of God’s mercy expressed in the first 11 chapters of Romans? In our Christian culture we emphasize the personal relationship with God. In doing so we want to challenge people who have a Christian heritage handed down to them to make a personal decision for Christ. And it is a good challenge for those whose Christian identity is derived from their association in a particular denomination or church, to meet Christ who forgave their sins. The danger is that we miss Paul’s view of God’s mercy—the vision he had—when he wrote these words in Romans 12:1. The danger is that our habitual understanding of the mercy from the merely personal viewpoint actually blocks us from seeing the view of God’s mercy Paul so wants to testify in the book of Romans. 

Then how do we understand God’s mercy? Is it his mercy on me to forgive my sins? If so, what does that testify to me or to you? In light of 11:33 and 12:1, our Christian life will grow as much as we explore the depth of the riches of the wisdom and knowledge of God as it relates to his sovereign mercy. Since the mercy is eternal, we have endless opportunity to explore. I could personally learn the view from reading Romans 8:28-39—the gospel which makes us more than conquerors—and Romans 11:33-36—the mercy which embraces the whole world, whether Jew or Gentile, which extends to all history, to bring eternal glory to God. So the view I learned this time was God’s sovereign mercy, his mercy which will accomplish his will of the judgment and salvation of this world by the gospel of Jesus Christ, and it is that great mercy—God’s holy mercy—that saves me and includes me when it meets me in the gospel. That is a personal reflection. But unless we each have some view of God’s mercy, we can’t even begin to talk about the personal aspect of Christian life without making it too cheap. By the same token, as much as we grow to know the eternal mercy of God, this very life becomes a testimony of that greatness. In fact, this life is never beyond the view of God’s mercy. This life is created by the mercy of God for the purpose of testifying to his glory in ever increasing measure, as we learn in chapters 12-16. May God bless us to begin and come back to the view of God’s mercy, to grow to see with the vision of Paul as we prepare our conference.

What did Paul want his readers, the Christians in Rome, to do in view of God’s mercy? First, offer your bodies as living sacrifices. Verse 1 says, “Therefore, I urge you, brothers, in view of God’s mercy, to offer your bodies as living sacrifices, holy and pleasing to God…” In view of this world we have to do anything but offer our bodies. The world demands that we serve our bodies. If we don’t eat we will starve. In fact according to the pattern of this world, we must serve our bodies, and not offer them. But in view of God’s mercy, what are our bodies? They are a living sacrifice. They belong to God. In view of the mercy of God, which Paul testified is sovereign over the power of sin and death, our bodies become a holy thing, a thing pleasing to God, even a living thing from God’s point of view. We offer our bodies to God in the hope that this body may bring praise to God, may be useful to God as an instrument of his sovereign mercy. In view of the mercy of God, which extends to Jew and Gentile, in fact to all people, we offer our bodies in accordance with the teaching, as living sacrifices, beyond the power of death, and as a thing holy and pleasing to God, that is, beyond the power of sin. When we have the gospel view of God’s mercy, we are compelled to offer our bodies because the gospel of mercy declares them to be made new and pure and living, belonging to God already. If this view of God’s mercy so compels us, then what makes us to hesitate? It must be in view of something else—anything else—that inhibits us from doing the thing that the gospel compels us to do. The enemy of the view of God’s mercy can be anything. For instance, if we have a self-conscious view of our bodies, can we offer them as living sacrifices? This verse can make sincere people self-conscious. Even if we are self-conscious with sincerity, we instead deny the sovereign mercy of God. But the gospel of mercy teaches us to deny our very selves instead, and offer our bodies as living sacrifices, holy and pleasing to God.

Second, this is your spiritual act of worship. This act of denying our selves the luxury of the self conscious view, or any other view, and coming back to the view of God’s mercy in the matter of our bodies, what is this from God’s point of view? According to verse 1b, “This is your spiritual act of worship.” Our bodies never look holy and pleasing to God. There is nothing to suggest that they are anything other than perishable. Every day and every time we are challenged by our very own bodies, to serve them, at the same time when we are confronted with God’s mercy we are compelled by the mercy to offer them. This struggle is continual. When we surrender our logical view to that of God’s mercy, it is exactly the worship of God. It is a spiritual act when we offer our bodies like this, in view of God’s mercy.

Third, be transformed by the renewing of your mind. Verse 2 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.” The practice of the worship of God in the matter of offering our bodies is contrary to the pattern of this world. The pattern of this world is to care for our bodies, to serve them and to protect our physical life. But what happens as we practice the worship of God day after day in the matter of offering our bodies? What happens when we live with the view of God’s mercy instead of the pattern of this world? Verse 2 says that we will be transformed by the renewing of our mind. The renewal is what God himself only can do. This daily practice of non-conformity by offering our bodies in view of God’s mercy, this practice of spiritual worship, results in a renewed mind, a mind that can discern the will of God, his good, pleasing and perfect will, his holy will. The renewed mind is wonderfully exemplified in Paul himself, whose mind was renewed until he who was a Jew and even a Pharisee could testify to the mercy of God given to the Gentiles by the rejection of Israel in the death of the Christ, and could say, “To him be the glory forever! Amen.” 

II.  The body of Christ (3-8)

In verses 3-8, Paul described the believers in the church, including the believers in Rome, as the body of Christ. This is one example of the view given in the mercy of God. Verse 3 says, “For 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.” Paul saw through the eyes of grace. He spoke as one who has received grace, and he spoke to those who lived by that same grace. This is the sober judgment, the judgment by the faith in the grace of God. It is not a comparative measurement, but it is fully dependent on the gospel. Here Paul is speaking specifically to those inside the church, but especially the Gentiles and specifically the church in Rome. This is important, for Paul could approach them as one superior in the faith by his knowledge of the history of God’s work from the beginning, or by his depth of understanding of the gospel of Jesus from a theological sense. But his example is a beautiful lesson in sober judgment. How did Paul understand these brand new Gentile Christians in Rome? Verses 4-5 say, “Just as each of us has one body with many members, and these members do not all have the same function, so in Christ we who are many form one body, and each member belongs to all the others.” Paul saw every one of them, regardless of their stature as a Christian or Roman or Gentile or whatever. They were all members with him of the same body. When Paul saw the church in Rome, he saw Christ himself, and he saw each of them as a member of the body of Christ. Paul’s understanding of his brothers in Christ, though some would describe them as weak, was consistent. They were members of the body of Christ. They were his brothers for whom Christ died (14:15). 

I learn in Paul’s description here his complete surrender into the will of God, which he described as his good, pleasing and perfect will. As a Jew and a Pharisee, Paul could not think of the salvation of God extending to the Gentiles. He could not consider the Gentiles his brothers. He could not submit to God who would send his own Son, the Christ, to be crucified by his own people, in order to make the Gentiles a part of his body and brothers in Christ. What is testified here? It is the grace given in the gospel according to verse 3. The grace made Paul new. By the grace given him, he became a servant of the gospel of Jesus. 

The grace did not end with Paul, but was the power to transform even the Gentiles as the body of Christ. Look at verses 6-8. “We have different gifts, according to the grace given us. If a man’s gift is prophesying, let him use it in proportion to his faith. If it is serving, let him serve; if it is teaching, let him teach; if 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.” These verses show how Paul viewed the Gentiles Christians in Rome with the view of God’s mercy. They were the body of Christ. They were the teachers, leaders and governors of God’s creation, the church. By his grace, God was making a new creation out of this body as the body of Christ.

III.  Love (9-21)

Jesus once described the most important commandments as loving the Lord and loving you brother as yourself. These are commands which sum up the law and the prophets. We can understand verses 9-21 in relation to the truth of love.

The church is founded on the love of God that is in Christ Jesus our Lord (8:39). In verses 9-16, we can consider the truth of love as it relates to those inside the brotherhood of believers. Look at verses 9-13. “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. 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.” These verses describe the brotherly love that is commanded among believers. The practice of love is the recognition of the love of Christ in the gospel that met each one, that created the brotherhood of believers, and therefore is no less than the testimony of the mercy of God in the world. It is sincere, that means not superficial, for it came at the cost of Jesus’ blood. By it we are bound to God and cling to him in love, at the same time we are bound to each other in brotherly love, for each is a brother for whom Christ died. The devotion and honor we give to each other is in recognition of the holy gospel. Verses 11-13 show that this is practiced through building each other up in the gospel, that each may maintain the zeal, fervor and hope in the Lord.

Verses 14-16 show us a different side of the truth of love. “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.” The love of Christ binds us to God and to each other. The cost was the crucifixion of Jesus. Anything that threatens to come between God and a believer, or between believers, is the enemy of love, and therefore the enemy of God. When we live in love, we bless and do not curse; cursing comes from other than God. When we have a reason to be rejoicing, but our brother has to mourn, then we would rather mourn with him than rejoice alone, for it is the testimony of God’s love. In the brotherhood of believers, there are no higher or lower positions, but harmony in love. Pride and conceit are enemies of love, and therefore enemies of God. In this sense, love means overcoming the basic principles of this world in order to honor God who loved us in the gospel.

Finally, verses 17-21 show us yet another side of love. “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, for it is written: ‘It is mine to avenge; I will repay,’ says the Lord. On 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.’ Do not be overcome by evil, but overcome evil with good.” If we understand these verses in relation to love, then we learn that love is a holy thing, that it is God’s, and if we experience it, then it is by the grace of the God who is doing his will of judging sin and redeeming this world. If we truly follow these verses, we do it in order to honor God and his love as a holy thing. For us that may mean even feeding our enemy in order to leave room for the holy God. In this sense, the question of love is not a matter between two people, but is always inclusive of the holy God, who is busy accomplishing his will.

What is love? Love is the surrender and submission to God. It is the practical offering of this body as a living sacrifice, as God’s own. Love is the honoring of God as God in the matter of my brother. It is the view of God’s sovereign mercy in this life, in this case as it relates to this body of believers. May God prepare this summer conference when we hold urgently to the view of God’s mercy.

