OFFER YOURSELVES AS LIVING SACRIFICES

Romans 12-16

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.”

Introduction (12:1-2)


The opening word “therefore” in 12:1 implies God’s mercy on all men. There is an interesting thing about the tense in 11:32 where God’s mercy is mentioned. The Apostle says there, “For God has bound all men over to disobedience so that he may have mercy on them all.” However, the tense is not used by accident. It helps us to understand why he says in 3:8-9 that all men are at the present time under sin. He says, “What shall we conclude then? Are we any better? Not at all! We have already made the charge that Jews and Gentiles alike are all under sin.” We are under sin and the power of sin is at work within us (7:23). But we live by the grace of God that came to us through Jesus Christ (7:25), which the Apostle describes as God’s mercy. We are under sin, but God clothes us with his grace. The continuing disobedience of men is so much of the testimony of God’s mercy on us. Therefore, we are here today by God’s mercy. The world is going on by God’s mercy in spite of the overwhelming evidence of men’s wickedness, indeed. Only by his mercy, world history moves toward the day of liberation (8:21). The testimony of God’s mercy gives us strength to continue our life. His mercy embraces us and encourages us to have the hope for the day of liberation, though about which we have no definite knowledge. We hope for what we do not know, what we haven’t seen yet. But God’s mercy gives us the assurance that the liberation will be glorious and beautiful.   


But what is the logical reason by which the Apostle urges believers to offer their bodies as living sacrifices? Aren’t we under God’s mercy no matter what we do? Shouldn’t it, therefore, be a free ride? That is what many think today. But we learn from the Apostle that by God’s mercy we who are sinners have become the acceptable sacrifices to God through the atoning sacrifices of Jesus Christ. We read in 15:16, “to be a minister of Christ Jesus to the Gentiles with the priestly duty of proclaiming the gospel of God, so that the Gentiles might become an offering acceptable to God, sanctified by the Holy Spirit.” We see the theme of offering oneself repeated in chapters 12-15, for example, in 12:1 and 15:16,25,31,32. We learn in those verses offering oneself as a living sacrifice means dedication of oneself as a minister of the gospel to make others acceptable to God as well. We read in the book of Acts the apostle Peter himself learned the advanced aspect of God’s grace the hard way, by being urged in a vision to eat unclean things (Ac 11:7,18).


We have one more question before we go through the content of Romans 12-16. God’s mercy is understandable to any man from any culture. But why does the Apostle coin God’s mercy together with the symbolism of the old Jewish sacrificial system? Couldn’t he just say to work hard and be kind to others and work for world evangelism in view of God’s mercy? Obviously he didn’t. Why not? Then we learn that the Apostle is testifying to Christ Jesus who was slain for our sins and who rose from the dead by the power of God to declare himself to be the Son of God. As we know the Apostle was a Jew. He was familiar with the sacrificial system. But it wasn’t until he met the risen Christ that he understood that the whole Jewish history and the long practiced sacrificial system has been testifying to God’s mercy.


When he met The risen Christ (1:3), he could understand that God presented him as a sacrifice of atonement (3:25), which resulted in the justification that brings life for all men (5:19). He understood that the atoning sacrifice of Christ Jesus was the beginning of bringing liberation to all creation. He understood that the creation waits in eager expectation for the sons of God to be revealed ever since sin came into the world (8:19). He could hear that the whole creation has been groaning as in the pains of childbirth right up to the present time (8:22). In the commission to preach the gospel to the Gentiles, he could see that they who were at one time disobedient to God have now received mercy as a result of the disobedience of the Jews. He could understand that the Jews too have now become disobedient in order that they too may now receive mercy as a result of God’s mercy to the Gentiles. “For God has bound all men over to disobedience, so that he may have mercy on them all (11:32).” 


Therefore, he urged his brothers in Christ to offer their bodies as living sacrifices, holy and pleasing God, for they have become acceptable to God. Whatever they do that would be the spiritual act. If they offer their bodies as living sacrifices in view of God’s mercy that would be an act of worship. As we soon see in the following passage you offer your bodies as a living sacrifice not in a particular ritual act. We worship God in what we do in our relationship with neighbors, with government and in the matter of world evangelism. Everyday is the day of worship. Every act is a spiritual matter by which we will give an account of ourselves to God (14:12). In other words, we are not going to learn the code of Christian behavior in the following passage as much as how we can learn to worship God in Christ Jesus. If anybody views the passage with the first perspective he will be in despair. If we learn to worship God in our daily existence we will abide in God by his grace through Jesus Christ our Lord.


The Apostle explains verse 1 in verse 2. “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.” One of the typical examples of renewing our mind is in 6:11. “In the same way, count yourselves dead to sin but alive to God in Christ Jesus.” Another example might be in 7:24,where the Apostle says, “What a wretched man I am! Who will rescue me from this body of death? Thanks be to God—through Jesus Christ our Lord! So then, I myself in my mind am a slave to God’s law, but in the sinful nature a slave to the law of sin.” In 9:2 he says, “I have great sorrow and unceasing anguish in my heart.” But then he praises God in 11:33-35 as he remembers Christ’s suffering and understood that there was God’s mercy on all men.


The benefit of the worship of God by renewing our minds is that we will be able to test and approve what God’s will is. Think about how obedience to the gospel truth guided the Apostle. He turned to Macedonia. Now he was going to Jerusalem on the way to Spain, wishing to visit Rome. As we now know, history took shape by his act, and God’s will became obvious to all men in all the ages. Again the Apostle is not talking about the secret of how he was promoted to be greater than others. Look what he added in verse 2b: “his good, pleasing and perfect will.” He is talking about God’s mercy who has made every act of every believer to be related to his good will to bring the new world, the new heavens and the new earth. By offering himself as a living sacrifice in view of God’s mercy through Jesus Christ, the Apostle got a ride on the great tour of God’s world. Who can see God? Who can see perfection? Who has seen God’s joyful laughter who says, “It is very good!”? The Apostle says it is those who offer their bodes as living sacrifices in view of God’s mercy, those who renew their minds in light of the gospel of Jesus Christ.

I.  Sober judgment, wake up from slumber, clothe yourself with the Lord Jesus Christ (12:3-13:14)


The teachings in 12:3-13:14 can be summarized with the words, “sober judgment, wake up from slumber, clothe yourselves with the Lord Jesus Christ.” They are in essence the same teaching as living by God’s mercy, or renewing our minds by the gospel.


The Apostle begins with the words, “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.” The word “sober” implies that we can be drunken with the wine of stupor (11:8). Being drunken with the wine of stupor, a person is hardened in his heart, becomes blind and deaf. That tragic condition is also described as being in slumber. When a person thinks of himself or others in accordance with the measure of something, or anything, other than the gospel, he is drunken. When King Herod was praised by his people, who said his voice was like that of God, he was deadly drunken. Somewhere else the Apostle described it as a childish attitude, of thinking like a child, reasoning like a child (1Co 13:11). Some think humility is a virtue and so try to make themselves greatly humble. That’s another way of making oneself be drunken, even a harder way.


Who am I and who are we in accordance with the measure of faith, that is, the measure of the gospel truth? The Apostle says in 12:4-8 that each of us is a member of the body of Christ, and that we who are many form one body, and each member belongs to all the others. This also means, he says in verse 6, “We have different gifts, according to the grace given us.” It is just like each part of our body has a different function and ability and a different advantage over other parts. So with sober judgment we know there is just one thing to do with one another: We should encourage one another to do what God has given to each person. The Apostle writes in 6b-8, “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.”


There comes a question how we can find the gift given to each person rightly. The following teaching in 12:9-21 can be helpful. The summary of the instructions in these verses can be verse 9: “Love must be sincere. Hate what is evil; cling to what is good.” Both love and sincerity come when a person hates what is evil and clings to what is good. All those four elements are interrelated and they come together when a person depends on the gospel of the forgiveness of sin. Otherwise the love can become degenerated and the fear of God, which is the essence of sincerity, will be gone. In the name of love evil can be tolerated, and in the name of evil the goodness of God can be suppressed. We all know what kind of things degenerated love brings in. Some people complain that there is no love in this world. In some sense, actually the world is full of tragic things because of degenerated and twisted love. Love must be sincere, indeed. When we hate what is evil, and cling to what is good, there comes sincere love.


As we read the following instruction on Christian behavior in 12:10-21, all of them are related to sober judgment of oneself and of others. Brotherly love, honoring one another above oneself, is a natural byproduct of seeing the body of Christ of which he or she is a part. In verse 11 the Apostle clarifies that the right discernment of our identity has to do with the goal of serving the Lord. Love one another has to do with the goal of serving the one who gave himself for our sakes that we may become parts of God’s body on earth. Then there is hope, joy, patience in affliction, faithful prayer, hospitality. 


When a person fixes his eyes on Jesus and seeks to worship the Lord who loves us, he even blesses those who persecute him. He has room in his mind to rejoice with those who rejoice, and mourn with those who mourn There is harmony between excellent people and less excellent, those who have and do not have. When a person takes root in the gospel of the forgiveness of sin, he is careful to do what is right when he is surrounded with evil. He lives at peace with everyone. He doesn’t avenge. On the contrary, he feeds his enemy, gives something to drink when the enemy is thirsty. He overcomes evil, in summary, with the gospel of Jesus Christ. 


For the same reason of being conscious of God, everyone must submit himself to the governing authorities. There is no authority except that which God has established. The rulers hold no terror for those who do right, but for those who do wrong. The authority is God’s agent, God’s servant, to do good for us. He is also an agent of God’s wrath who brings punishment on the wrongdoer. That is why we also have to pay taxes. The Apostle summarizes in 13:7, “Give everyone what you owe him: If you owe taxes, pay taxes; if revenue, then revenue; if respect, then respect; if honor, then honor.” He changes the word “authority” to “everyone” here. There we might understand that the Apostle teaches to give in an absolute sense. He might also be saying that everyone is your authority and that you are a servant of them all. Of course, only God can give fully and absolutely and completely. But if we live with the attitude of being in debt, that we owe, we will live by God’s blessing not by taking advantage of others. We saw the example in Abraham who paid for the burial site of his wife, for example, and in the Apostle who insisted to work to support himself. Some may raise a question if we should submit to an evil regime. BonHoeffer is often quoted by those people. That, too, might be answered by the examples in the Bible, such as Daniel, or Queen Esther. Even BonHoeffer chose to suffer with his people for the cause of the gospel. He did not use the gospel to justify his anger against the Nazis.


The Apostle summarizes in 13:8-10 what he has been saying as the love for neighbor. There is an interesting comment in verse 10b, though: “Therefore love is the fulfillment of the law.” What he has been saying which can be summarized as the love of neighbor has in it the complete devotion of oneself to bring up the truth of God’s mercy in life of a person, i.e., the worship of the gracious Lord.


In 13:11-14 the Apostle teaches that when we become sober we understand the present time and what is going on today. “And 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. The 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. Let us behave decently as in the daytime, not in orgies and drunkenness, not in sexual immorality and debauchery, not in dissension and jealousy. Rather, clothe yourselves with the Lord Jesus Christ, and do not think about how to gratify the desires of the sinful nature.” Some people think the Apostle had a misguided expectation that the kind of parousia was near. But those people speak like that because they know nothing about God’s kingdom which has come to us. It is nearer than ever to those who view themselves and all things in light of God’s mercy and offer themselves as living sacrifices. The Apostle described the devoted people as those who put on the armor of light. When we put on the armor of light we know that, actually, the kingdom of God is right at the door step.

II.  Offer yourselves to God to bear the failings of the weak (14:1-16:27)


At first glance the teachings in 14:1-15:13, which can be summarized as an instruction to bear with the weak, seems somewhat redundant to the teaching of our neighbor. But the Apostle brings out a deeper truth of Christ’s suffering on behalf of us who are weak. The words in 15:8-9a could be a summary of this section: “For I tell you that Christ has become a servant of the Jews on behalf of God’s truth, to confirm the promise made to the patriarchs so that the Gentiles may glorify God for his mercy.” Then in 15:13 the Apostle says, “May the God of hope fill you with all joy and peace as you trust in him, so that you may overflow with hope by the power of the Holy Spirit.” Christ bore the failings of the weak, which is the Jew, because that is how he could fulfill the hope of God who will restore all his children.


The Apostle begins 14:1 with the words, “Accept him whose faith is weak, without passing judgment on disputable matters.” He was talking about those who were still conscious of the kosher food code. Why should others accept the sensitive? The Apostle answers in 14:4, “Who are you to judge someone else’s servant? To his own master he stands or falls. And he will stand, for the Lord is able to make him stand.” He is not saying the judgment of the weak is none of our business. He is confessing his trust in the Lord who has made us his servants. 


Then he goes further in 14:7-12 why we should not pass judgment on a funny guy who agonizes over the matter whether or not he should eat certain food. Let’s read 14:7-8. “For none of us lives to himself alone and none of us dies to himself alone. If 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.” How does he know that? He says in 14:9, “For this very reason, Christ died and returned to life so that he might be the Lord of both the dead and the living.” He concludes in verse 12, “So then, each of us will give an account of himself to God.”


If so, should we just leave the funny guy alone? The Apostle says in 14:13-23 to restrain ourselves from using Christian liberty. The attitude is well summarized in 15:1-2, “We who are strong ought to bear with the failings of the weak and not to please ourselves. Each of us should please his neighbor for his good, to build him up.” Why should we follow the weak at the cost of denying God’s truth that we are forgiven and that all food is clean? Isn’t it an attitude of insulting the gospel of Jesus Christ? Let’s read 15:3-7. “For even Christ did not please himself but, as it is written: ‘The insults of those who insult you have fallen on me.’ For everything that was written in the past was written to teach us, so that through endurance and the encouragement of the Scriptures we might have hope. May the God who gives endurance and encouragement give you a spirit of unity among yourselves as you follow Christ Jesus, so that with one heart and mouth you may glorify the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ. Accept one another, then, just as Christ accepted you, in order to bring praise to God.”


How did Christ bring praises to God? He bore the failings of the Jew and died on behalf of them in obedience to God’s truth in the promises given to the patriarchs of the Jews. The Gentiles saw in Christ that they who had failed could have hope and believed in God. When a person accepts the weak and bears the failings of the weak, he will be opened to the truth of the God of hope. He is not going to drive the weak to be strong, or the strong to be humble. The Apostle gives an example of how he himself practiced Christ’s example. He proclaimed the gospel to the Gentiles in obedience to the gospel truth. Now the Jewish people, including the Jewish Christians, hated him for preaching the gospel to the Gentiles. So what did the Apostle do? He collected the offering from the Gentiles to help the Jewish Christians who were in famine. He knew that he could have been killed in Jerusalem by the Jews. He really wanted to go to Spain via Rome so that he could evangelize the whole Gentile world in obedience to Jesus Christ. But he decided to go to Jerusalem risking his life because prior to world evangelism is the teaching to bear the failings of the weak. Actually, without bearing the failings of the weak, world evangelism is nothing. It could even be harmful. We may ask, if he dies, who will evangelize the Gentiles? If he dies, who will help the Christians in Rome? Why did the Apostle choose the hard way? 


16:25-27 is the answer. “Now to him who is able to establish you by my gospel and the proclamation of Jesus Christ, according to the revelation of the mystery hidden for long ages past, but now revealed and made known through the prophetic writings by the command of the eternal God, so that all nations might believe and obey him—to the only wise God be glory forever through Jesus Christ! Amen.” He offered himself in trust in God who has come to us through Jesus Christ. As we read the names of the Christians in Rome we see that they, too, suffered for the gospel as the Apostle did. They would suffer because of those who cause divisions among them. But they were in Christ. That is why the Apostle concluded with the assurance in God that in all things God will establish the gospel of Jesus Christ.

