 SEQ CHAPTER \h \r 1OFFER YOUR BODIES AS LIVING SACRIFICES
Romans 12:1-16:27


Key Verse 12:1

Introduction (12:1)

Paul urges Christians to offer their bodies as living sacrifices in 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.” A sacrifice was basically a slaughtered animal. There was no such a thing as a living sacrifice or a live sacrifice. We should learn what Paul means by his own words such as Romans 15:16. There he speaks of the idea of Gentiles becoming acceptable offerings to God by the gospel preached to them. However, the transformation of Gentiles was done by the sanctification of the Holy Spirit. A living sacrifice means, therefore, a person who is created new by God through the gospel of Christ Jesus, being circumcised in his heart by the power of the Spirit. He can not be identified by any category by which we recognize or understand others such as his race, appearance, nationality or whatever. He is a “brother” in Christ to his fellow coworkers. He is born of the Spirit according to John 3:8. “The wind blows wherever it pleases. You hear its sound, but you cannot tell where it comes from or where it is going. So it is with everyone born of the Spirit.”  
The mystery of the transformation by the Spirit is not understood by the changed person either if he tries to understand what is going on in himself by his nature. He can only recognize conflict in himself. He sees conflict between two persons in himself. In his inner self, he delights in the gospel and yet, in his nature, he doesn’t.  Only by the reminder of the name of Jesus Christ is he rescued from the conflict. Thus, he grows in the faith in Jesus’ name and in the work of the Spirit through the gospel. In view of the gospel of which the essence is God’s mercy, he then realizes that for God’s purpose he has been made new, that is, to call people from among all the Gentiles to what he has become by the grace which has come to him through Jesus Christ, our wonderful Savior.  Paul’s teaching in 12:1 is the condensed version of what we have just thought. The changed person by the gospel is a brother in Christ. Only in view of God’s mercy can he recognize who he is and what he is in God’s eyes. To offer our body as a living sacrifice means we worship God with our whole being, just as we are, with more than what we have or what we can. Paul is using the imagery of the priesthood of the Hebrews to illustrate the new life in Christ Jesus. To offer our bodies as living sacrifices means we live as contemporary Levites who were priests. The Levites were dedicated by God to serve the gospel ministry only. In their whole life time, they would butcher animals daily (sometimes more than once), attend the sanctuary, and then serve in the choir with singing while some played tambourines and all kinds of instruments. After that, they would minister to people, come to God on behalf of the people, and pray all the time with no inheritance on earth as a payment. They would have no freedom. They were slaves to God in a literal sense.
Still some may ask, what is the reasoning with which Paul urges the believers to offer their bodies as living sacrifices because of God’s mercy? Paul urges so for “from” God and “through” God and “to” God “are all things” (11:36). We were not acceptable to God but by the mercy of Christ Jesus our Lord, we have become acceptable. Why are we? For what are we? To what are we? Through what are we what we are? In view of the gospel, from him, through him, and to him are we. So are all things. Paul urges Christians to live the truth of their being. He speaks of how to offer their bodies as living sacrifices in the following chapters. We will come to know God through that conscious effort of standing on the gospel which speaks of God’s mercy to us.

We are told in these chapters of how to worship God in every encounter of our life experiences and what is in that practice. If we interpret chapters 9-11 as God’s vision for world salvation, the teaching in 12:1 can be taken as the teaching to offer our bodies for world mission purpose. The sacrificial lives of our coworkers all over the world to live as missionaries are spiritual acts of worship. May God speak to those who are sincere but self-serving, not taking care of others in 1:1 wholeheartedly. May God shine his face to those who sacrifice their lives and their family for the mission of preaching the gospel to the last one around them and to the ends of the earth.
1. Living sacrifice 1: sincere love (12:2-13)

The way to offer our bodies as living sacrifices is to love the coworkers in Christ according to 12:2-13. How do we love our coworkers? We use our nature. Some are friendly and others are truthful though they may not be friendly. So the birds of the same feather flock together. That is true in Christian community, too. What does Paul teach about this matter? We must first be transformed by the renewing of our mind. The renewing of our mind is seeing the friendship in view of God’s mercy, the gospel. “Do not conform any longer to the pattern of this world, but be transformed by the renewing of your mind.” Why should we follow such a rigid rule even in the matter of making friends? Shouldn’t our friendship be something like a haven for us to take a break from this otherwise intensely dedicated life? Paul answers in 2b. “Then you will be able to test and approve what God's will is-his good, pleasing and perfect will.” We do not indulge in friendship. Our souls are fully awakened to seek God even in the matter of our friendship with coworkers. We live as slaves to God in a literal sense. 
 Love is a big and vast subject. Paul narrows this topic down to how we should think of ourselves and others in verses 3-8. The first step is in verse 3 on how to think of ourselves. “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.” We should be careful not to think that he is teaching us to behave in a humble manner. Nor is he teaching us to denounce ourselves though he says not to think of ourselves more highly than we ought. He encourages us to think of ourselves with sober judgment, in accordance with the measure of faith God has given to each of us. I hope you write down what you think of yourself in your testimony. The second step is to consider oneself and others as members of the body of Christ. “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.” Should we then think of ourselves as more honorable parts or more lowly parts of the body? No. Paul is not talking about categorization or classification of people. He teaches us to encourage others to use their God-given gifts. “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.(12:6-8)”
Why can't I keep my faith personal, just between me and God? We must. Paul is not teaching us to be communists. But being personal is not being selfish or self-serving. We should stand before God at all times instead of making use of others or relationships with others for our benefit while we live with others on this earth. We should remember Jesus who served God’s flock all the time but never failed to come to God in prayer. He did it not only in a solitary place. He did it even in the middle of talking to his people. We see that kind of example in his high priestly prayer in John 17. In other words, our love must be sincere. “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.” If a person practices the sincere love described in these verses, then his love of co-believers turn into the love of God and vice versa. The practice of loving his neighbor in God becomes the offering of his body as a living sacrifice, the act of spiritual worship.

Sincere love is different from serious love. The latter is blind. Sincere love seeks God until he finds God. Sincere love is devoted to God. It seeks the honor of God’s name. It serves the Lord with zeal. It is always joyful. It practices hospitality. Therefore, sincere love is able to test and approve what God’s will is, his good, pleasing and perfect will, as we read in 12:2b. On what basis could Paul assert such a big claim as testing and approving God’s will? He is confessing what he trusts in the Lord Jesus Christ for sincere love means the love in Christ.
2. Living sacrifice 2: overcome evil with good (12:14-21)

Paul has been talking about what Christian practice should be in a church. Now, he speaks of what we should do outside of church in 12:14-16. The typical nature of the world is hostility. As someone said, the world is truly a jungle. The animals get into a life or death conflict when survival is at stake. That happens even in siblings, even in a family. It is said that in a time of famine, the male lion lasts longer. The lioness perishes first, then the cubs and the male lion last. This happens because the lion keeps all his food for himself while the lioness feeds the cubs first. But the people in the world are especially hostile against God and his people. They persecute God’s people. They do evil to God’s people. What should God’s people do with the world? Paul says God’s people should overcome evil with good. What? But before we get upset, let’s see and think about what he means. 

To overcome evil with good means to bless those who persecute us. How can we bless those who persecute us? Let’s read verses 14-16. “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.” He means that we should live as servants of God who are entrusted with God’s flock. What? Are the ones who persecute us God’s flock? Indeed. They are God made, just as we are. But he made us his servants and their servants for his name’s sake. We are entrusted with the spoiled rotten, ill-behaving, corrupted, and hateful. Unfortunately for us, but fortunately for them, they too, are God made. When we read the teaching to rejoice with those who rejoice and mourn with those who mourn, we can see that Paul teaches us not to fail to shepherd God’s flock when we are attacked by others. If we are overcome by fearful persecution and make up our minds to be martyrs to serve the evil ones because they are God made, then we will fall into self-pity. In that stupidity, we forget to bless those who persecute us. This stupidity is absolute. To bless those who persecute us is a courageous act. That is possible when we remember Jesus Christ.
As we read the following teaching in 12:17-21, we learn that Paul is not saying that we should take the responsibility of caring for the evil ones. He is saying not to fail to fear God when you are assaulted with evil. That is what he meant by being careful to do what is right in the eyes of everybody when you are attacked with evil. In verse 19, we find that we leave the matter of vengeance in God’s hand. God never misses his judgment. As a historian said and as we read in the Proverbs, so far, no evil people have lasted. If you really want to take revenge, there is a way. Heap a burning coal on the head of your enemy. How do we do that? Paul teaches in 12:20. He says, “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.” That is not vengeance, someone might complain. Yes, it is. The burning coal is God’s wrath. It is hotter than anything. In other words, Paul is teaching us to overcome evil by the gospel. Let’s read 12:21. “Do not be overcome by evil, but overcome evil with good.”
 SEQ CHAPTER \h \r 13. Living sacrifice 3: Clothe yourselves with the Lord Jesus Christ (13:1-14)

So far, we may get the wrong impression that Paul promotes the virtue of self-sacrifice. But he is not writing a manual on how to be enlisted in the sainthood after we pass away. He points out in 13:1-14 to clothe ourselves with the Lord Jesus Christ. Just as the idea of offering our bodies as a live sacrifice is difficult, being clothed with Jesus Christ is also difficult. Let’s follow what he says and learn this truth. He begins with the teaching that Christians must submit to the governing authorities. Why should we do that? “Everyone must submit himself to the governing authorities, for there is no authority except that which God has established. The authorities that exist have been established by God.” Some people think Paul wrote this part when Rome was tolerant of Christianity. That is a pretty dumb idea. When we read 13:2-5, it is apparent that Paul was obsessively conscious of God. He is not sensitive to the change of governmental attitude as many opportunists are. Nor was Paul teaching his coworkers the virtue of obedience, or the virtue of loyalty. Those virtues are self-serving and though everybody knows the hypocrisy, unfortunately, such ethics have replaced the gospel in the minds of many today. “Consequently, he who rebels against the authority is rebelling against what God has instituted, and those who do so will bring judgment on themselves. For rulers hold no terror for those who do right, but for those who do wrong. Do you want to be free from fear of the one in authority? Then do what is right and he will commend you. For he is God's servant to do you good. But if you do wrong, be afraid, for he does not bear the sword for nothing. He is God's servant, an agent of wrath to bring punishment on the wrongdoer. Therefore, it is necessary to submit to the authorities, not only because of possible punishment but also because of conscience.” Again we ask, what Paul is teaching here? He teaches believers to fear God who allowed the government. Can there be limits of a Christian's obedience to government?  The obedience to government is outlined in verses 6 and 7 as tax, revenue, respect and honor. He says, “This is also why you pay taxes, for the authorities are God's servants, who give their full time to governing. Give everyone what you owe him: If you owe taxes, pay taxes; if revenue, then revenue; if respect, then respect; if honor, then honor.” In regard to the category of what Christians do for the government, there is no limit. But what guidance do verses 1-7 give to Christians living under a totalitarian regime or under any government which can never be perfect? We should keep our conscience before God. I remember three examples. UBF stuck to the Bible and called young people to take shelter in the gospel when Korea was going through the student revolt against the government, the coup-de-tat by the Korean military and the subsequent dictatorship in which many were massacred. In this last situation, even the leadership in the Korean UBF resolved to martyr and so they all studied the book by Bonhoeffer to die for the justice of the nation. Late Dr. Samuel Lee instead urged them to do 1:1 more. We did not collaborate with the government to survive, nor did we surrender to the miserable situation of the nation by joining the student protest. Another example is the teaching of our Lord Jesus to flee from Jerusalem when the believers see the abominable thing erected in God’s temple. The last example is the many underground church members in North Korea. The conscience is, however, not self-generated. It is gospel-generated. 

It is interesting that Paul speaks of the love of neighbor right after he talks about the conscientious obedience to God under a government. It is also notable that he repeats the idea that love fulfills the law. “Let no debt remain outstanding, except the continuing debt to love one another, for he who loves his fellowman has fulfilled the law. The 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.’ Love does no harm to its neighbor. Therefore love is the fulfillment of the law.” We can never be free from debt. We always owe something to someone. Under the stressful reign of government, however, even when we do not intend to, we end up taking advantage of others for our survival. But we cannot let debt remain outstanding. We are tempted to commit adultery and conceive of murderous thought though we may not kill others. We may steal. We may covet. Simply, we may conveniently forget about God temporarily. But we should pay the debt for that is how we love our neighbors. We should repent of all our inner temptations before God and do no harm to our neighbors. Here again, we learn the teaching to fear God. Considering the stressful situation under a regulatory government, the love of neighbors can not be self-generated. The words “fulfillment of the law” gives us an understanding that the love of neighbor is also gospel-generated.
But why should we still pay the debt of love if we know we will never pay it off (11-12a)? How long should we pour our labor into the bottomless demand? God said to Isaiah to do that until only the stump is left (Is 6:13), which should mean the gospel testimony, or Jesus’ name. But in Romans 13:11-12a, Paul is a bit more specific. “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.”  What does it mean that “the night is nearly over; the day is almost here”? Some argue that both Jesus and Paul misunderstood that the final day would come in their lifetime. That interpretation is pretty dumb. Paul means the nearness of the gospel. To someone who slumbers, the gospel is farther away than the farthest star in the universe. To an awakened soul, the Lord is right next to him. So what should we do because the time is near? “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.”  Why do men indulge in the “deeds of darkness”? In view of the teaching in verses 11-14, they do so because they think they are covered by night. But when we put on the gospel, the armor of light, we do not follow our self-deception. We see plainly what we have done. That is not all. We see plainly what we have done has been done through God (Jn 3:21). Then we realize that we are clothed with the Lord Jesus Christ. We were naked and were exposed to shame before all creation for what we have done. But Christ Jesus became our righteousness when he cleansed us with his blood and made us new. The acceptance of the covering of our shame by Jesus Christ is to offer our bodies as living sacrifices. We do not rebel against the government. We serve God with conscience under any government. We do not take advantage of others when everyone is under stress. We love our neighbors waiting for the coming of the Lord Jesus.
4. Living sacrifice 4: We ought to bear the weak in love (14:1-15:13)

The teachings in 14:1-15:13 can be summed up as to bear the weak. As we read the first section in 14:1-23, we are surprised with the content. The lengthy discussion is simply about the practice of ‘kosher’ food. In verse 2, Paul explains it as a vegetarian issue. We may ask why eating vegetables and not eating something other than vegetables is even a controversy. Yet, this food issue can become a scandal to judge a person on whether or not he is a servant of God as we read in verse 4. In verses 5 and 6, we find an even more amusing thing. Apparently, there was a designated day when you should abstain from eating meat. So if you eat a hamburger on Ash Friday, for example, it would have been considered a big scandal. I do not even know who is stronger between a vegetarian and a meat-eater and the issue is not amusing at all because people are divided on so many similar disputable matters. We shouldn’t be distracted.

What is the answer to the ‘kosher’ food issue? Be surprised. It is treated as a life and death issue and answered with the gospel of the death and resurrection of Christ Jesus. Look at 14:7-9. “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. For this very reason, Christ died and returned to life so that he might be the Lord of both the dead and the living.” So what should we do with the many disputable matters in which we do not want to yield to others? Let’s read 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.” Let’s read 14:10-12. “You, then, why do you judge your brother? Or why do you look down on your brother? For we will all stand before God's judgment seat. It is written: ‘As surely as I live,’ says the Lord, ‘every knee will bow before me; every tongue will confess to God’ So then, each of us will give an account of himself to God.” Let us also read 14:13-23. “Therefore let us stop passing judgment on one another. Instead, make up your mind not to put any stumbling block or obstacle in your brother's way. As one who is in the Lord Jesus, I am fully convinced that no food is unclean in itself. But if anyone regards something as unclean, then for him it is unclean. If your brother is distressed because of what you eat, you are no longer acting in love. Do not by your eating destroy your brother for whom Christ died. Do not allow what you consider good to be spoken of as evil. For the kingdom of God is not a matter of eating and drinking, but of righteousness, peace and joy in the Holy Spirit, because anyone who serves Christ in this way is pleasing to God and approved by men. Let us therefore make every effort to do what leads to peace and to mutual edification. Do not destroy the work of God for the sake of food. All food is clean, but it is wrong for a man to eat anything that causes someone else to stumble. It is better not to eat meat or drink wine or to do anything else that will cause your brother to fall. So whatever you believe about these things keep between yourself and God. Blessed is the man who does not condemn himself by what he approves. But the man who has doubts is condemned if he eats, because his eating is not from faith; and everything that does not come from faith is sin.” What is the general rule of thumb of the love of one another according to the teaching in 14:1-23? 14:18 might be the answer. Let’s read it. “…anyone who serves Christ in this way is pleasing to God and approved by men.”

If the weak survives well, there is not much of a problem. But the weak often bring insults, shame and trouble to others and to a Christian community by their failures. Paul teaches in 15:1-13 to bear the failings of the weak. Why should we do that? For even Christ did not please himself but took the insults against God on himself. We remember that those who insulted God thought they were serving God. When we consider Christ’s example, we know that the teaching to bear the failings of the weak, the teaching to build up the failed person are not the same as to be nice and kind to the weak. As is clear in verse 4, the attitude of bearing the failure of the weak means to learn hope by the help of the Bible. When the strong practices the teaching to bear the failings of the weak, there comes the unity in the fellowship of Christ and praises of God with one heart and mouth. Let’s read 15:7-9a. “Accept one another, then, just as Christ accepted you, in order to bring praise to God.  For I tell you that Christ has become a servant of the Jews on behalf of God's truth, to confirm the promises made to the patriarchs so that the Gentiles may glorify God for his mercy…” What happened as a result? Seven things are recorded in 15:9b-13. There arose praises among the Gentiles, the hymns to God’s name. The Gentiles rejoiced with Israel. All people on earth praised the Lord God of Israel. Read 15:12. “The Root of Jesse will spring up, one who will arise to rule over the nations; the Gentiles will hope in him.” Why should we bear the failings of the weak? What will we learn by bearing the failings of the weak? The God of hope fills his people with all joy and peace as they trust in him, so that they may overflow with hope by the power of the Holy Spirit.
5. Living sacrifice: Paul’s example (15:14-16:27)

From 15:14 to the end is an epilogue in which Paul talks about his own example of how he practiced the offering of his body as a living sacrifice. These two chapters contain a rich source of teachings which would take an independent study to learn. We will summarize the content with a few topics. In 15:14-33, Paul writes why he wanted to teach the gospel to the already fully and completely mature and competent Christians in Rome. The principle of his ministry direction was to teach the gospel to where Christ was not known. Why, then, does he minister to the already established Christians in Rome? The answer is in 15:15-17. Let’s read them. “ I have written you quite boldly on some points, as if to remind you of them again, because of the grace God gave me 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. Therefore I glory in Christ Jesus in my service to God.” Paul calls his work of preaching the gospel to the Gentiles as a ‘priestly duty’, the mystery hidden in the ages past. He obviously wanted the Christians in Rome to join him. 

In his greeting to individuals in the Roman church and in his closing words, we learn his absolute trust in the gospel. We are amazed that he wrote this masterpiece for those few, the Epistle to Romans, which has fed the Church for the last two thousand years. Obviously, he trusted in the gospel. Also in verse 17-19, we read his concern about the enemies who would creep in and destroy the church. Yet in 16:25-27, we only read a triumphant ending. Let us first read 16:20. “The God of peace will soon crush Satan under your feet.” Let’s read 16:25 to the end. “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.” 

How can we remember all these teachings? We can’t. If we try that route, we will fall into the same failure as the Jewish people in the old days. All the teachings can be summed up as to fear God in reverence with all your being. Let’s read 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.”
