A People Belonging To God: Living Sacrifices

Romans 12:1-9

Key Verse 12:1

“Therefore, I urge you, brothers and sisters, in view of God’s mercy, to offer your bodies as a living sacrifice, holy and pleasing to God - this is your true and proper worship.”

In The first 11 chapters of the book of Romans one of the main themes is the mercies of God and the righteousness of God that comes through faith in Jesus Christ. In chapters 12-16 Paul teaches us how to live as Christians— how we are to live in light of the saving power of the gospel. Verse 1 of chapter 12 says “Therefore, I urge you, brothers and sisters, in view of God’s mercy, to offer your bodies as a living sacrifice, holy and pleasing to God—this is your true and proper worship.” What then are the mercies of God? Mercy is God’s undeserved favor and love to sinners. The gospel is the good news that Jesus died for our sins. But as we know it is much deeper than that. What Christ did for us is a lot more than salvation from our sins. What then are some examples of the mercies of God are:

· God offers us justification and redemption through Christ ( Romans 3:24)

· Jesus’ sacrifice provides us atonement from our sins (3:25)

· God takes the judgment that we deserved on himself (3:25; 4:25)

· God is forbearing and patience with us (3:25)

· Our transgressions are forgiven and our sins covered by the blood of Christ (4:7)

· Our sins are not counted against us (Romans 4:8)

· God gives us spiritual life (4:17)

· God makes peace between us and him (5:1)

· God pours his love into our hearts (5:5)

· He has given us the Holy Spirit (5:5)

· He saved us from his wrath - we all once objects of God’s wrath - now we are part of his redeemed (5:9)

· He reconciled us to himself (5:11)

· He gives us eternal life (5:21; 6:23; 8:11)

· God gives us new life (6:4)

· He frees us from condemnation (8:1)

· God adopts us. He makes us his children, heirs of God, co-heirs with Christ and we have the privilege to call him Abba Father - (Daddy) (8:17-17)

· God shares his glory with us - everything that is his is ours (8:17)

· The Holy Spirit intercedes for us (8:26-27)

· In all things God works for our good (8:28)

· He conforms us to his likeness (8:29)

· He is always for us (8:31)

· God provides his love from which we can never be separated (8:35-39)

· He offers us his kindness (11:22)

· God gives us irrevocable calls and gifts (11:29)

And as we know God’s mercy and love is forever and ever.

The word “Therefore”, then, in verse 1 is a conclusion of what Paul spoke of before. God brought us into the fellowship of God’s people. Once we were in the world and now we are part of his kingdom. In view of receiving so much from God, we are great debtors to God. In view of God’s mercy, Paul says this is how you should live. This should be our response to God’s indescribable mercy. He says in verse 1. “Therefore, I urge you, brothers and sisters, in view of God’s mercy, to offer your bodies as a living sacrifice, holy and pleasing to God— this is your true and proper worship.”

From 1 Peter 2 we learned that as Christians we are also priests of God. From our study of the book of Hebrews we learned that priests offered animal sacrifices to atone for sins and for other offerings. That was the old testament sacrificial system. But when Jesus died and became the perfect sacrificed Lamb of God, God now desires that we no longer sacrifice animals but we place ourselves on the altar. This is our supreme act of worship to God. This is why Paul urges all Christians to offer their body as a living sacrifice. This is pleasing to God. Our life should please God. What is a life pleasing to God? The life that worships God and offers itself as a living sacrifice for his glory.

What then does it mean to offer our life as a living sacrifice? First, we must look at the Lord Jesus and see how he offered his own life as a living sacrifice. The whole life of Jesus— He was a living sacrifice in everything he did. He left all his power, glory and majesty in heaven to come to this earth to live among us and to save us. He loved God and he loved others. He lived as a shepherd and friend to sinners. He opened the eyes of the blind man. He made the lame walk. He gave us back our lives, our dignity and our identity as children of God. We were like animals, we drank, we slept, we committed indecent and shameful acts. But in Christ Jesus, and through him, we now think as spiritual people; and we are dignified as human beings. Jesus’ whole life was a living sacrifice. He sacrificed himself for the sake of others. Another example is Paul’s life. Paul walked in the footsteps of Jesus. He preached the good news, shepherded people, prayed for them. Most of all he made the name of Jesus great, so the whole world knows who Jesus is and what he did. In the light of this then, how should we live our lives as living sacrifices? We should follow in Jesus’ footsteps as well as Paul’s who in turn followed in Jesus’ footsteps. We should offer our lives to God and to the work of God. We should pray to God like Abraham, like Samuel, like Isaiah, like apostle Paul, and like the many other great servants of God throughout history who said, “Lord, here I am. I am ready to serve you and do whatever your will is for my life.”

Now let’s read verse 2, “Do not conform 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.” What is one of God’s greatest hopes for us while we live our Christians lives? He hopes that we become more and more like his son, Jesus Christ. When I read the different bible versions on Romans 12 verse 2, it was interesting to note that some versions say “to be transformed” and other Bible versions say “let God transform you.” I think this is because it goes both ways. God transforms us. However, we also need to give our best effort to seek God and to pray for his divine intervention. But does spiritual growth happen over-night? It takes years of spiritual discipline, Bible study, God’s discipline, discipleship, and spiritual molding and shaping. We grow by accepting the word of God in our hearts. Because the word of God is like a seed that can take root in our hearts and has the potential to renew our minds. We are also renewed through the work of the Holy Spirit in our hearts and minds. Colossians 3:10 says, “and have put on the new self, which is being renewed in knowledge in the image of its Creator.” 2 Corinthians 3:18 says, “And we all, who with unveiled faces contemplate the Lord’s glory, are being transformed into his image with ever-increasing glory, which comes from the Lord, who is the Spirit.”

Now let’s read verse 3. “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 faith God has distributed to each of you.” This is Paul’s first statement regarding the church. Before he talks about our relationships with one with another, he begins with these words: “Don’t think of yourself more highly that you should. But think of yourself with sober judgment.” What’s he talking about? He’s talking about the way we see ourselves and each other, and how we treat one another. He’s talking about self worth. Do we actually think of ourselves more highly than we should? Well, we probably do sometimes. Actually there is nothing wrong with thinking highly of ourselves, if we do it with sober judgment, according to our faith. It’s when we think “more” highly of ourselves than we ought to, that gets us in trouble and blinds us to see our real worth and the real worth of others. 
So what’s the solution to this? Listen to what Paul says: He first says, “By the grace given me”. Then he says, “Think of yourself with sober judgment in accordance with the faith God has distributed to each of you.” In other words, you ought to think of yourself clearly and sensibly, with the right sort of judgment— a judgment not based on worldly standards but based on faith. This is Paul’s secret in how he thinks of himself. He doesn’t compare himself with others, and sees that he had been given a greater role than others. He doesn’t look down on those whose portions seem to be less than his own. He does not judge by his great wisdom, or his superior skills and such. Rather, he says: “by the grace given me”, and that’s his way of saying that he views himself not based on his accomplishments, but entirely based on the grace of God in his own life. Whatever he is and does is owed to the grace of God. That was Paul’s faith, through which he saw himself and all others in the church with the right kind of judgment. This is the first rule for a healthy church to function properly, where all its members, you and I, view ourselves and one another with eyes of faith based on the grace God poured on each of us. 
Now let’s read verses 4-5 again. “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.” What this means is that the church is like the human body with hands and feet, eyes and toes. The church has a unity in its diversity just as the human body is one with many organs and limbs. Paul goes even further about the church as a body. His point is not just unity in diversity, but Paul tells us how profoundly related we are one to another. He says: “and each member belongs to all the others.” What on earth does that mean? It means that our unity goes much deeper than just belonging to the same body. It means that we literally belong to each other. Therefore, the church is so much more than all of us being parts of one body. The church is being part of each other. It means that my hand and my eye are not just parts of the same body. There is a deeper unity which Paul describes here. He says the hand is a member of the eye and the eye is a member belonging to the hand. 
Then in verse 6 Paul explains to us how this is supposed to work. “We have different gifts, according to the grace given us.” What he’s saying is that the benefits that pour out from one member to another pour out from the unique gifts that each member has. The gifts we have, and how we choose to use them, determines in a big way how we are a blessing one on another. 
In verses 6-8, Paul now lists several kinds of gifts that believers in the church have, which are supposed to be used to bless each other, and to build up the church. There are 7 here (although Paul mentions many other kinds of gifts in his letters to different churches). But here he mentions 7— and here they are. There is the gift of (1) “prophesy”, the gift of (2) “service”, the gift of (3) “teaching”, (4) “encouragement”, (5) contributing to the needs of others (that is, the gift of “giving”), (6) “leading” is one of the gifts he lists here, and finally the gift of (7) “mercy”. There are at least 4 of these gifts that at the same time are Christian virtues— virtues that every Christian should have if that Christian is walking by the Spirit, and in obedience to the will of God. They are “serving” because the Bible tells us all to “serve one another in love” (Gal.5:13). Then we have “encouragement” because the Bible tells us to “encourage one another daily” (Hebrews 3:13). Then of course we all must engage in the gift of “giving” or “contributing to the needs of others” because the Bible tells us to “share with those in need” (Ephesians 4:28). And finally there is the gift of “mercy” which every Christian should have because Jesus tells us to “Be merciful just as your Father is merciful” (Luke 6:36) We realize from this that the gifts that God distributes among his children are not necessarily packaged in neat categories that make one person distinctly gifted from another, nor does one member have them while another does not. But the gifts that God gives us, are given us “according to the grace” of God (6).
No member is gifted in the same way or with the same measure as another member. But we are all gifted for the sake of blessing one another, and for building up the church. God may bless you with an unusually tender heart to show mercy where others would falter. Or he may bless you with an unusual sense of joy in giving to others generously. Or he may bless you with an amazing inclination to offer encouragement to everyone, especially to those who really need it. You may even be blessed to know when and where encouragement is most needed. As God has blessed all his children with his gifts flowing from heaven into our hearts, so do we pour out these gifts and extend them for the building up of the kingdom of God.
There is something else we must consider very carefully when it comes to God’s gifts to us. God’s gifts are not meant for safe keeping and for storage. They are meant to be used for the glory of God and for the blessing and edification of the church. If we are in Christ, we certainly have gifts; that is an absolute! Why? Because the Holy Spirit gives us gifts according to the grace of God. Some are given to be teachers, others to show mercy, and others are givers and so on. Some are prophetic gifts. Paul absolutely tells us to use them! If you are not sure what your gift is, pray about it, seek God earnestly and God would reveal it to you. Still if you are not sure, your brothers and sisters in Christ probably have an idea of where your God-given gifts are, and would be glad to tell you. So we need to pursue and to find the gifts that God has endowed us with. And then, we certainly need to use them for the glory of God.
In conclusion, may God help us to deeply know God’s immeasurable mercies in our own lives and then to joyfully and willingly offer our lives and all our gifts and talents to God to fulfill his will and purpose in our lives. And may God help us to be transformed by the power of his word and Spirit more and more into the image of Christ our Lord. May we come out of this conference knowing for certain our true identity in the Lord, that we are a chosen people, a people chosen to offer ourselves as living sacrifices to the Lord and to his glory. Amen.  
