Responding To God’s Mercy

Romans 12:1-8


Over the past year or so we have been studying the book of Romans together and we have learned that the theme of the book Romans is God’s Good News about Jesus Christ and that this Good News is relevant for every generation. 
This Good News (or the Gospel) is God’s announcement about his Son that’s designed for all people everywhere. Chapters 1 through 4 of Romans present us with the good news about God’s integrity. 
We saw in these chapters that the entire human race has joined together in a mass rebellion against God that’s resulted in the human race being alienated from a relationship with God. 
We also learned that through Jesus’ life, death and resurrection, God offers us a way back into a relationship with God. Rather than God compromising his integrity and pretending that our rebellion never really happened, Christ’s death on our behalf satisfies God’s justice, so he can forgive us with integrity. 
Chapters 5 through 8 of Romans present us with the good news about God’s love. When we respond God’s good news about Jesus with faith, God drenches our lives with his love. This love of God empowers us to live a life free from the dominion of sin and death, a life that serves God freely, a life that’s secure in God’s love. 
Chapters 9 through 11 presented us with the good news about God’s faithfulness. In these chapters we saw the apostle Paul wrestle with his Jewish countrymen’s lack of faith in Jesus and we saw that despite Israel’s lack of faith in Jesus that God is still faithful to keep his promises. 
We saw that for now, God is working through the Church to fulfill his promise to bring God’s blessings to all nations of the world. But we also learned that a time will come when God will once again use the nation of Israel to fulfill these promises. We saw the need to keep the nation of Israel and the Church distinct in our thoughts, to not see the Church as replacing Israel and to not see the Church as joined into Israel.

And so today we start our final section in the book of Romans as we begin to  conclude our study of this great book with chapters 12 through 16 as we look at the good news about God’s community. 
In these chapters, Paul describes how God’s good news about Jesus is embodied in the Church. Here we find how we live out the implications of the Good News of Jesus in our daily lives with each other. 
Today we begin this new section by asking what is the appropriate response to God’s mercy?  How can we avoid responding to God’s mercy in a way that’s not appropriate to the character of the Good News? Today we’re going to look at three stages in an appropriate response to God’s Good News about Jesus from Romans 12:1-8.
And so if you have your Bibles with you this morning, please turn with me to Romans 12, starting at verse 1. The message this morning is entitled, “Responding To God’s Mercy!” (Pray and read Romans 12:1-8).

Surrendering Fully (Romans 12:1-2)

Let me just give you the first stage and then we’ll look in detail at the text: We respond to God’s mercy in Christ by first surrendering ourselves fully to God.  

Now let’s look at the text together. The word "therefore" in verse 1 connects these verses with what Paul has already said about God’s integrity, God’s love and God’s faithfulness in the first 11 chapters of Romans. 
You could summarize everything God’s said so far with the phrase "the mercy of God." God’s mercy is his compassionate response to our human condition of rebellion and alienation from God. God’s mercy is what motivated God to send his Son to die for our sins and rise from the grave.

The appropriate response to God’s mercy is to offer our bodies to God as living sacrifices. Verse 1 is filled with sacrificial terminology, with words like "offer," "sacrifice," "holy" and "worship" all coming from the Jewish practice of offering animal sacrifices in the temple. 
Now it’s important to remember that every religion known in existence at this time practiced some kind of sacrifice. Every religion had its own temple, shrine or holy place to offer sacrifices to the God or gods they worshipped. 
The Jewish people offered various animal sacrifices in their Jerusalem temple in obedience to the Law of Moses. But all the Greek and Roman gods also had their own temples, where worshippers offered sacrifices as well. 
Offerings of grain and wine were commonly presented as sacrifices to the Roman emperor. Sacrifice was one of the most important parts of every religion in the Roman empire. Yet here were the Christians, with no temple, no shine, no sacrifices of sheep, goats, bulls, wine or grain. 
And instead of bringing an animal sacrifice or an offering of grain or wine, the follower of Jesus Christ is told to present his or her entire body to God as a sacrifice.

Now the word "body" here isn’t just talking about our physical form, but it’s a way of talking about our entire lives. This is Paul’s way of telling us to give all that we are to God. Not just our skin and bones, but everything that makes us who we are is to be presented to God as a sacrifice, an offering of worship. 
This sacrifice is living in the sense that it’s not a dead animal or a bottle of wine. It’s holy in the sense that it belongs to God and it’s pleasing to God because it’s the kind of offering God wants.

This, says Paul, is the Christian’s spiritual worship. The word "spiritual" here is better translated "reasonable." In other words, this is the appropriate kind of worship God wants, the kind of worship that makes sense in light of what God in his mercy has accomplished through Jesus Christ. This is appropriate worship, to present our entire lives to God as a living, holy and pleasing sacrifices.

The result of this act of total surrender to God is an ability to know what God wants us to do. It’s an ability to discern and perform the will of God as we go through the various details of life. 
So many people want to know God’s will for their lives before they surrender themselves to God because they’re afraid, but the surrender must come first and only then will we learn day by day what God wants us to do.

Verse 2 tells us that once we surrender ourselves fully to God, we begin to be change. As living sacrifices who now belong unconditionally to God, we are no longer to be conformed to our culture’s values and ideas. 
Back in chapter 1 of Romans we learned that every human society exists in a state of rebellion toward God and because of this, every human culture has values and assumptions that are contrary to God’s will for people. 
All of us are shaped and molded by these values and ideas simply by living in our culture. These assumptions and values are imbedded in our lives at the deepest level through our families, our teachers, our friends and the media. 
But once we belong to God, we’re no longer our own, so God begins the process of transforming us into the image of Jesus.

This transformation occurs at the level of our mind. Now the word Paul uses for "mind" here isn’t so much our intellect (like the facts we learn in school) as it is our worldview-that set of ideas and assumptions that controls how we interpret life. 
God is shifting our paradigm, changing our worldview, by replacing our culture’s assumptions and values with his own assumptions and values.

Many Christians try to renew their minds themselves. Some do this by trying to change the world system, by bringing society under the values and assumptions of the Good News of Jesus Christ. 
However, we learned in chapter 1 of Romans that every human society is dominated by the power of sin and by values that reflect rebellion against God. There are no exceptions to this prescription we find in Romans 1. 
Every effort to Christianize a culture has failed, because you can only Christianize Christians. Until Christ comes again, no human culture or society can be Christianized. But that doesn’t stop some people from trying.

Other Christians try to isolate themselves from our culture. These people think that if they avoid all contact with our culture, that they won’t conform to the world anymore, but they’ll be transformed. 
These people go to Christian auto mechanics, shop at Christian stores, read Christian novels, watch Christian television, listen to Christian radio, they only go to church meetings, they enroll their kids in Christian sport leagues, vacation at Christian theme parks, only go to Christian schools-you get the idea. 
It’s the same strategy the medieval monks attempted in the middle ages when they fled to the desert to form monasteries to isolate themselves from society’s corruption. Yet God doesn’t want us to isolate ourselves from our culture. He doesn’t want us to create a safe, Christian cocoon that avoids contact with our culture. 
In fact, he wants the very opposite. He wants us to be fully engaged with our culture, but to be transformed by God in the midst of that engagement with our culture.

Transformation of our worldview is something God does as we surrender ourselves fully to God. It’s not something we can achieve for ourselves. We’re powerless to stop the process of conforming to the patterns of this age. 

We are incapable of renewing our own minds, but as we surrender ourselves fully to God, the power of God works through us to do for us what we can’t do for ourselves.

So what does it look like to be fully surrendered to God? Imagine the single woman in her 30’s who earnestly wants to be married, yet the only guy who’s interested in her isn’t a follower of Jesus like she is. 
Surrender to God means trusting her marital status to God, believing that if it’s God’s will for her to marry that God will provide a mate that’s compatible, that’s a Christian. 
Surrendering fully to God means that a couple retiring might be led to devote their retirement years to serving in missions, instead of living a life of leisure in their Golden years. The American Dream isn’t God’s Dream.

As a matter of fact, what Amelia and I would like to do in our golden years, Lord willing, is to disciple younger men and women in a local body of believers. Surrendering to God means releasing all that we are-all of our aspirations, all of our dreams and all of goals-to God for his purposes.

In light of God’s mercy, this is the only response that makes sense. And that response is to surrender fully.

Evaluating Honestly (Romans 12:3)

So fully surrendering is the first stage in the process. We do this every time we gather for worship on Sundays (or we should), when we sing songs of surrender and release, songs that affirm Christ’s Lordship in our lives. 
We need to do this again and again in our lives because living sacrifices have a tendency to crawl off the altar. This is the only kind of worship that truly pleases God, the only kind that’s fully appropriate.

Now let’s go to the second stage: We respond to God’s mercy in Christ by evaluating ourselves honestly from God’s perspective.

That’s what we find in verse 3 (read). The grace God gave Paul was the privilege of being an apostle of Jesus Christ. Paul didn’t do anything to earn or qualify for this role, but it was a gift of pure grace coming from a gracious God who gives gifts we don’t deserve. 
This grace enables Paul to speak with authority to each member of the Roman church and each member of our congregation as well here in the 21st century.

We’re told to not view ourselves more highly than we should, but to evaluate ourselves with sober judgment. This is a tangible, concrete example of where we need to stop conforming to our culture and be renewed in our mind. 
Our tendency is to evaluate ourselves by the values and assumptions of our culture. Our culture tells us that we are what we own, so we spend thousands of dollars trying to collect as much stuff as possible because we’ve come to think that what we have defines our value and significance. 
Our culture tells us that we are only as valuable as we are good looking, so we become obsessed with our looks, with wearing the right clothes with the right labels and having the perfect figure. 
We also all have a tendency to become drunk with our own ego when it comes to our self perception. We tend to view ourselves as more important and more indispensable than we really are. Paul wants to sober us up from such distorted thinking about ourselves. We need our minds renewed in how we evaluate ourselves.

The objective standard that sobers us up from our own ego and our culture’s confused values is "the measure of faith." Now I used to think that "the measure of faith" was my faith in God-that I can have as high a view of my own importance as I have faith to believe. However, as I have studied this phrase, I think "the measure of faith" refers to the content of "the Christian faith." 
The measure of faith is the truth revealed to us in the Christian faith-the doctrines and principles that have been written down for us in the 66 books of the Bible. The Christian faith as it’s presented in the Bible presents us with an objective standard to sober us up from our ego so that we can evaluate ourselves honestly.

And so let me ask you this question: What do you evaluate yourself by today? Do you measure your significance by your paycheck? When you get that check and you take it to the bank for deposit, do you gain your sense of value and importance by the total amount the check is worth? 
If so, you need your mind renewed.

Do you measure your significance on your accomplishments? Maybe you’re in your 20’s or 30’s and you’re on the fast track to success in your field, so you have a tendency to think every next step is a step up. Your moods are directly tied to how fast you’re moving up in your field, how many sales you close or how many degrees you complete.
If so, you need your mind renewed.

Maybe you don’t think you have any significance. Perhaps you grew up with people telling you that you were worthless, that you’d never amount to anything. Maybe you’re plagued with self-doubt, insecurity and wonder why anyone would ever love you. Maybe you fear that if people knew the real you that they’d be repelled. 
If so, you need your mind renewed.

Only after we first surrender ourselves to God can we then begin to evaluate ourselves honestly in light of God’s perspective. Only then can we move into this second phase of sobering up our thinking to see ourselves in accordance with the Christian faith.

Serving Actively (Romans 12:4-8)

Finally, let’s look at the third stage in responding to God’s mercy: We respond to God’s mercy in Christ by actively serving in the Christian community.

Let’s look at verses 4-8 together again (read). Paul starts by painting a picture of the Christian community for us. The church is like our own physical bodies. Just as our bodies have lots of different organs and all the organs work together for the health of the body, so also the Christian church is composed of all kinds of different people who each have a unique contribution to make to the overall health of the Christian church. 
Just as a physical body is only as healthy as each of the members is functioning rightly, a local church is only as healthy as its members are functioning rightly.

Paul lists seven different spiritual gifts here to illustrate what he’s talking about. Now this isn’t an exhaustive list of spiritual gifts in the Bible, but these are simply seven examples of how the Christian church is diverse. 

Now let me explain a little bit about spiritual gifts and then we’ll look at each one. The Greek word for grace is the word “charis” and the Greek word translated "gifts" in verse 6 is the Greek word “charismata.” 
So picture God’s grace as being like white light that comes directly from God and shines into the Christian community. The church is like a prism, where this pure white grace refracts into specific spiritual gifts given to each member of the congregation. 
Each gift is a concrete expression of God’s grace. Just as the different colors in a prism are all refracted from the same white light, so also are all the spiritual gifts, even though they are incredibly diverse-all call come from the same grace of God. 
Now it’s tragic that by the third century of the Christian church every one of these seven gifts became associated with things that only the professional pastors could do. In essence the professional pastors stole the ministry from the congregation and the congregation was only too happy to move from being participants to spectators. 
But Paul’s point here is that God gives grace gifts to every single member of the Christian community without exception. Every member has something to offer, every member has received grace to share with others, whether male or female, old or young, regardless of ethnic origin or social status.

And Paul starts with the spiritual gift of prophecy. Although some have equated prophecy with preaching, it probably means more than that. Prophecy is simply declaring God’s will in the Church. 
God sometimes uses the gift of prophecy to make his will known when a church is facing important decisions. Paul says that prophecy is to operate "in agreement with the faith, "which like the word faith in verse 3 probably refers to the Christian faith. 
In other words, the doctrines of the Christian faith within the Bible provide a testing ground for the gift of prophecy and prophecy is only to be considered valid if it’s in 
accordance with the Christian faith contained in the Bible. 
If it’s not contained in the Bible, it should not be considered. All prophecy not contained in the Bible is called progressive relation-that is prophecy that someone gives that is outside of the revelation of the Bible.

The second gift that Paul mentions here is the gift of serving which is simply means this: to meet the practical needs in the Church. This is being an usher, being on the music team, serving in the Nursery or SKC or serving in hospitality to name a few.

But this is service rendered in the context of the Christian community for the overall health of the church. People with the gift of serving are people you rarely see up front but their contribution is vital to the health of the congregation.

Paul also mentions the gift of teaching here. People with the gift of teaching help the Church understand Christian truth. 

We also find the gift of encouraging in these verses. People with the gift of encouragement-also called the gift of exhortation. These people excel in motivating people in the church to keep growing spiritually. 
We find the gift of contributing to the needs of others here. Now all of us are supposed to be generous with our resources in the church, but these are people who are especially effective at using their financial resources to further the ministry of the church. These people are people that may go far and beyond their 10% tithe.

We also find the gift of leading mentioned here. Like the conductor in an orchestra, leaders move the church forward in fulfilling it’s mission. These leaders are told to "govern diligently," which is a way of saying, "Keep the vision, stay excited." 
I think here of our Elders Troy, Jon and myself-we are the people that God has called to provide vision/direction, to keep us on track with our mission. The Elders are responsible for overseeing the spiritual well-being of the church body. They are primarily called to prayer and the ministry of the Word of God.

Finally, we find the gift of mercy mentioned here. The gift of mercy is simply providing members of the church with care and comfort during times of need. Now of course this doesn’t mean that the rest of us can be merciless, but it does mean that some Christians are especially gifted in providing this care and comfort as they provide 
people with loving support as they go through painful trials and difficulties in life.

These seven gifts function as examples of how each of us can actively serve in the Christian community and that’s why it’s important for each person in the church to know their spiritual gifts. 

Every person who considers this church your home ought to have a place of service. Every person should be serving in some capacity and using their gifts to glorify the Lord. God gave us these gifts to use for his glory. 

How do we respond appropriately to God’s mercy? First, we need to surrender ourselves fully to God as living sacrifices. Secondly, we need to evaluate ourselves accurately. And finally third, we need to serve actively in the church. Surrender fully, evaluate accurately and serve actively. This is the appropriate response to God’s mercy.

And as we leave here today, I pray that we will allow God to transform us, by renewing our minds and asking him to lead us in every area of our lives and in the area of service within the body of RBCC that he has called us to. Amen.
