Liturgy:

Reading : Romans 12

Text       : Romans 12, 1 & 2

Ps.    33 : 1,2

Ps.    19 : 4

Ps.    12 : 4 (after baptism)

Hy.   37 : 3
Ps.    18 : 1,8,9

Ps.  116 : 7,9,10

Beloved congregation of our Lord Jesus Christ,

One of the greatest challenges, which we as Christians face in our life, is to practice what we believe on a daily basis, or to phrase this somewhat differently: to seal with our deeds what we confess with our mouth. Is easily to say all the right things, yet to practice it also personally in everyday life is much more difficult. In my student years, one of my professors phrased it once as follows: it’s difficult for all of us to change the gold of the gospel into small coins to work with in everyday life. If the only thing you have is a lump of gold, you can’t do much with it, when going shopping at Coles or Woollies, can you? You wouldn’t give this lump of gold away just for some small shopping. To do your daily shopping you need coins or notes. Yet how does one change this gold into small money? Well, beloved, that’s now exactly the challenge we face in everyday life with respect to what we believe: the gold of the gospel, how do we change it into small coins to work with in everyday life. Let me just try to make this clear with one example.

With LD 1 we confess that our greatest comfort is that we belong to Christ body and soul both in life and death. This is indeed a wonderful confession, from which we may derive tremendous comfort! Yet how now do we apply this confession in everyday life. Does it indeed show up in our daily activities that we consider it a tremendous privilege to be Christ’s?  Our life with all that we have and all that we do belongs to Christ. In line with what the late Dr. Abraham Kuyper once wrote this means, “There is not a square inch of your life of which Christ cannot say, ‘It’s Mine!’” Do you really rejoice in this, beloved, or do you at times feel this somewhat as a burden as well? 

Sitting in the pew this morning, it is relatively easy to say, “Of course, I rejoice in the fact that I am Christ’s.” And who would doubt our sincerity when we say this? But what about tomorrow and the day after tomorrow, when we go out into the world again? Is it then indeed visible in your life, beloved, that you really rejoice in this confession and that therefore you also want to live accordingly; to live accordingly, e.g., as husband and wife within marriage not living just for personal pleasure but for the Lord to whom you belong, seeking also in married life always God’s kingdom first, or as boyfriend and girlfriend preparing yourselves for marriage? Yes, is there indeed a constant awareness that we are Christ’s, e.g., in doing business, but also when enjoying leisure time? In a nutshell, is there with us always that harmony between doctrine and life, do we indeed seal with our deeds what we confess with our lips?

How important this becomes evident also from the text chosen for this morning’s sermon. In Romans 12 the apostle Paul makes clear, he who is justified by faith can no longer live in the same way as an unrepentant sinner. Faith in Jesus Christ must bring forth fruits; otherwise it is a dead faith. Well, beloved, these fruits are produced when in every area of life we present ourselves a living sacrifice of thankfulness to God. 
It is this living sacrifice on which we will focus this morning, when I may minister the Word of God to you under the following heading:

THE FUNDAMENTAL RULE FOR THE CHRISTIAN WALK OF LIFE IS

“TO GIVE OUR LIFE TO THE LORD IN EVERYTHING”

We will focus on

1) the motivation for this sacrifice

2) how to render this sacrifice

3) the fruit of this sacrifice

I
The word ‘therefore’ in the beginning of Ch. 12, Br. & Sr.,  links this chapter with what the apostle Paul had written before in this letter. In the chapters 1 – 11 the apostle Paul had explained to the Christians in Rome what Christ had done for them. He had done so by addressing issues like justification, sanctification, and election. In the second part of this letter he now turns to the practical application of all this. To say it with words I used before, Paul now turns to how to live this doctrine in daily life, highlighting in the first two verses of Romans 12 the principles that should govern our Christian way of life. Paul does so with apostolic authority, “I, Paul, an apostle of Christ Jesus sent by Him, beseech you believers at Rome, but also more generally all whom Christ has chosen and for whom He has shed His precious blood, … I beseech you by the mercies of God, that you present your bodies a living sacrifice, holy, acceptable to God, which is your reasonable service.”

I beseech you by the mercies of God. With these words the apostle points to what should motivate us to offer our bodies as a living sacrifice to God. We should be motivated by God’s mercy, says Paul. 
God’s mercy – then we think of God’s love shown to us in His Son Jesus Christ, i.e. God’s love as the apostle had spoken about it in the chapters preceding out text; chapters in which he had highlighted that because of our sins we deserve nothing else but eternal condemnation. We were dead in sin, prisoners of the law of sin. Yet Christ made us alive, redeemed us, set us free. Thus our life received prospect again. Endowed with the Spirit from above, the life-giving Spirit whom Christ obtained for us, we may live a new life to the honor of God. That’s God’s amazing grace towards us sinners.

Well, out of thankfulness for this amazing grace we should offer our lives to Christ, being heartily willing and ready to serve Him. Yes, whoever realizes the greatness of God’s gift in Jesus Christ will no longer consider it as a burden to serve the Lord with his whole life, but then we will do so joyfully. Then we rejoice in obeying God’s law. Then – as we sang it earlier on in this worship service – then we consider God’s ordinances to be even sweeter than whatever sweetness man receives from combs with honey.
 
Again, I’m afraid that at times we sing these words without really thinking about what we sing. For do we indeed fully accept that God’s commandments are sweet indeed and therefore never should be considered as a burden? That’s how also the preaching should focus on these commandments as God’s wholesome norm for life. The preaching should motivate us in love for God’s law, so that more and more we learn to see that God’s commandments are wholesome indeed, good to follow. By these commandments God wants to set our life free from the slavery of sin, the slavery of the lust of the flesh. Beloved, we should never forget that in His law God comes to us as the God of our redemption. Well, thankfulness for this redemption should give us incentive to obey God’s commandments readily and cheerfully. That’s what the apostle Paul is stressing in our text, when he says, “I beseech you therefore, brethren, by the mercies of God that you present your bodies a living sacrifice, holy, acceptable to God …”
Through God’s mercies, i.e. through God’s work in Jesus Christ, we have become new creatures, who are once again able to offer their lives to God. This also means, beloved, in asking fruits of faith God does not ask the impossible of us. In his letter to the Ephesians the apostle Paul writes, Ch. 2, 10, “…” So it is all God’s work. We are saved by grace alone. Yet this does not wipe out our personal responsibility. As it reads in the Form for the Celebration of the Lord’s Supper, “For the sake of Christ, who so exceedingly loved us first, we are now to respond to this love not just in words but also in deeds.” Thus motivated by God’s amazing grace we ought to render our lives a living sacrifice to God. What this means in practical terms we will look at in second point.

II
“I beseech you therefore, brethren, by the mercies of God that you present your bodies a living sacrifice, holy, acceptable to God …” Paul speaks here about presenting our bodies. This is a notion we should not overlook, especially in view of the era during which Paul wrote this; an era dominated by Greek philosophy, which had but little appreciation for the body. It preached the ethical idea that man had to free himself from the body and its degrading influences. The body was considered less important than the spirit. 
However, this is a concept that runs counter to what Scripture teaches. We belong to Christ soul and body. That’s why the apostle Paul can write in 1 Cor. 6, 20 that we must glorify God also in our body. In that same letter he writes, Ch. 10, 31, “Therefore, whether you eat or drink, or whatever you do, do all to the glory of God.” It is exactly for this reason that I summarized the fundamental law for the Christian walk of life as follows, “We must give our life to the Lord in everything!” Yes, the sacrifice of which the apostle Paul speaks in our text is indeed all-embracing.

It good to emphasize this, since when it comes to serving the Lord so often, Br. & Sr., thought is given merely to what I would call our religious duties. When asking catechism students how it shows up in their life that they are children of the Lord, often the answer I receive is, “I go to church, to club, to the catechism class, I pray, I read the Bible, I don’t swear, …” In response my remark often is, “Of course that’s all part of it, but what about the rest of your life?” From the words chosen as text for this morning’s sermon we learn, Br. & Sr., serving the Lord involves more than offering just something to God, offering only part of our life. God asks our whole life. God asks of us to live for Him in all that we do.

In one of the commentaries on this chapter, which I read in preparation for this sermon, this was made very practical. In speaking about offering our bodies to God, reference was made to our mind, our eyes and ears, our tongue, our hands and feet.
 Let us have a closer look at this.

First, the author mentioned our mind, which so often is preoccupied with the secular things of this world, often so much that when it comes to reading a good book or an interesting article in a Reformed magazine, we have hardly time for it. We busy ourselves with absorbing all kind of secular information, be it sport, movies or other personal interests, seemingly always having time for this. Yet on a daily basis, how often does it not happen that there is hardly any time for personal devotion: Bible reading and prayer. Young people can spend hours on the computer, yet Bible reading at night is often forgotten. This backs the question: what is our mind occupied with. And, beloved, let us be honest, this does not only apply to the young people only, but to adults as well. Yes, how much time do we as adults spend on personal devotions, time for and with the LORD? In the past I have mentioned half an hour a day. Do we really do this? If we can’t find time for this, how come that when it comes to secular things, we always seem to find time, e.g. in watching a footy game or something else? Beloved, you will experience that when you indeed start taking time for this on a daily basis, time for and with the Lord, it will bear fruit also with respect to the rest of our life. Then we will grow in godliness.

The commentary I referred to also mentioned our eyes and ears. Here I could refer to the things we watch and listen to. Judge for yourselves, beloved, and this in an honest way whether also in this respect you live your life pleasing to the Lord. I’m afraid that in particular in the area of what we watch, e.g. on TV, via videos and Internet, the dividing line between the world and us is slowly eroding. Yes, is our pattern of watching TV, for example, really so much different from that of our unbelieving neighbor? And, young people, what about the music you listen to? What if the LORD would have a look through the CD’s in your room or in your car, the music on your iPod? Would they all be able to stand the test of being pleasing to the Lord? Would you be able to invite the LORD to listen to this music together with you? Our text speaks about presenting our bodies to the Lord. Well, this includes also our eyes and ears.

Next I think of our tongue, i.e. the things we talk about. Again, do our conversations really differ so much from the people of the world? Does it show up that we want to live for the Lord, also in the things we talk about with one another or with a mate at work? Do we dare to use our tongue as an instrument of righteousness to serve the Lord? Do we use our tongue to witness, when the opportunity arises? Again, I think we all must admit here that so often we fall short in this. At times, what a lot of idle conversation is found also among us.

In presenting our bodies to God, I mentioned also our hands, which we use to do our daily work. Concerning our daily work is it really our aim to glorify God in it, or do we work only to satisfy our own ambitions, to earn a lot of money in being able to afford an even bigger house, a more expensive car and a luxurious holiday, whereas it comes to time and finances for God’s kingdom it always ends up at the bottom end, the leftovers. First my own pleasures, then the Lord!

Finally, as far as our feet are concerned, where do they take us? To places where we can take the Lord along, or perhaps at times also to places where the name of Christ is denied or blasphemed?

See, Br. & Sr., that’s making it practical, when it comes to presenting our bodies a living sacrifice to God. I don’t think I’m mistaken when I say that in this respect there is room for great deal of improvement in the lives of all of us. The text chosen for this morning’s sermon teaches that in all that we do and wherever we are we should always be conscious of the aim we live for: to serve the LORD!

There is still another element to which I would like to draw the attention, namely that Paul speaks about a living sacrifice, not in contrast to the sacrifice of dead animals during the time of the OT, but in contrast to being dead in sin, as was previously the case with the Gentiles to whom Paul wrote this letter. Being made alive by Christ, the Christians in Rome are now expected to consecrate their lives to Christ as a living sacrifice. I may refer here also to what Paul writes in Ch. 6 of this same letter. First of all Ch. 6, 4, where he writes, “…” In Christ we have become new creatures. That’s why Paul writes in Ch. 6, 12 & 13, “…” We find here the same thought as expressed in our text. We must present our bodies a living sacrifice.
And then Paul adds, “Holy, acceptable to God.” Holy, this means negatively: fleeing from sin; and positively: dedicating oneself to the Lord. That’s how the thank offering we may bring becomes acceptable to the Lord. Today this holiness is largely forgotten as an important quality of the Christian walk of life. Yet Scripture teaches, “As He who called you is holy, you also be holy in all your conduct.”
 In practical terms this means: stay away from all that defiles your life, your mind, your thinking. Don’t forget you are the Lord’s, bought with a precious price. Christ has shed His precious blood for you. Out of thankfulness for this redemption it should indeed be our desire to render our life to Him in holiness as a living sacrifice acceptable to God.
In conclusion Paul adds, “Which is your reasonable service.” I like to note that the apostle is not referring here to something we can reason out with our mind. Our sinful mind will never admit that something is holy and good. No, the word used here is related to the Greek word ‘logos’ which means ‘word’, i.e. the Word of God. The apostle Peter speaks in a similar way when in Ch. 2, 2 of his first letter he directs the believers, like new born babes, to the “pure spiritual milk,” i.e. the milk of the Word of God, which nourishes and strengthens. Well, that’s also the reference in Romans 12, 1, when Paul speaks about our reasonable service, i.e. a service controlled by the Word of God.
Summing it all up, Romans 12, 1 contains a clear positive command to give our life to the Lord in everything. In vs. 2 the apostle adds that negatively this means, our lives should no longer be conformed to the pattern of this world. In other words, do not let the age in which you live force you into its scheme of thinking and behaving. Or as someone paraphrased it, “Don’t let the world around you squeeze you into its mold.”

As regards world-conformity, Br. & Sr., this morning I like to note that this is not just something that shows up in specific sinful behaviors, e.g. drinking, using drugs, going the nightclub, etc., and therefore when you don’t do these things it will be okay. No, world-conformity runs much deeper. It has everything to do with how we view things. Perhaps it can be described best with what the apostle John says in his first letter, Ch. 2, 16, “for all that’s in the world – the lust of the flesh, the lust of the eyes, and the pride of life – is not of the Father, but is of the world.” Being conformed to the world thus means to let your life be determined by the fashion of this world. 

Again, I’m afraid that this so easily happens also among us. For an example, think of the usual conversations we have with one another. More often than not they focus merely on material matters: a nice car, a party, a good movie, or the latest sporting event. After listening to such conversations one wonders whether our life really differs so much of that of others around us. With this I don’t mean to say, if only we would talk about different subjects all would be okay. Again, it runs much deeper. The fact that we are Christ’s should change our whole outlook on life. Somewhere I read, “Thinking Christianly is not a matter of thinking about Christian subjects as opposed to thinking about secular subjects, but rather thinking in a Christian way about everything – having a Christian mind.”

Yes then having a Christian mind will indeed affect the way we live After all, as long as our lives are still determined by the fashion of this world, it has not shown up yet that we have been renewed by the Spirit of God. When we make ourselves equal in outward appearance to the men and women of the world, in pomp and finery, in immodest clothing, excessive makeup, to mention just a few things, it’s questionable whether we have really rendered our heart to the Lord.

Br. & Sr., let us think more about ourselves as children of God whose aim in life and outlook on life differ completely from that of the people around us. In Christ we have been redeemed from a life that is subjected to futility. Well, let us now also show this by being no longer conformed to this world but by offering our life to the Lord in everything.

III
I come to the final point of this morning’s sermon, in which we will deal with the fruit of this sacrifice. The apostle Paul concludes the text chosen for this morning’s sermon as follows, “that you may prove what is that good and acceptable and perfect will of God.” The verb ‘to prove’ does not mean to test in order to find out whether the will of God is good or bad. Instead it means ‘to approve’, i.e. to learn by experience. The concluding part of our text thus contains a promise. It says, whoever renders his life to Christ in everything motivated by the mercies of God and in that situation asks himself the question what is and what is not pleasing to the Lord will receive an answer. In Ch. 1 of this letter the apostle had written, whoever does not acknowledge God in his life will finally be given up to the vile passions of his own sinful heart.
 Here in the beginning of Ch. 12 he now says, whoever does acknowledge God’s will see more and more clearly what God wants him to do. Yes then we will indeed agree that God’s will is good, acceptable, and perfect, wholesome for life.
Yes, beloved, whoever lets his life be motivated by the riches of God’s grace becomes another being, a new creature. Then it becomes more and more our desire with love and delight to live according to the will of God in all good works.
 Then transformed by the renewing of our mind we will know what is and what is not pleasing to the Lord. Yes, then our life will indeed become a living sacrifice of thankfulness to God.
Coming to the end of this sermon I could say, beloved, as such this morning I’ve told you nothing new. We know that we have to serve the LORD in everything. We know that this is what God requires of us. We also know that we should do this out of thankfulness for all, that God has given us in Christ, the Saviour of our life. And yet every day again it is a hard battle to obey, to indeed render our life to God in everything. It’s is indeed not easy to change the gold of the gospel in to small coins to work with in everyday life, is it? How come? Paul himself gives the answer in Ch. 7 of this same letter. In vs. 23 of this chapter, where he writes, “I see in my members, i.e. in my body, in my sinful flesh, a law warring against the law of my mind, and bringing me into captivity to the law of sin, which is in my members.” That’s why we often do, what we don’t want to do, says Paul. That’s why he cries out at the end of this chapter, “O wretched man that I am! Who will deliver me from the body of death?” But then straight the answer follows, “I thank God – through Jesus Christ our Lord.”
 Yes, in Christ we have been redeemed from the body of death. That’s God’s amazing grace.

Beloved, let us all – old and young alike – motivated by this amazing grace, let us all indeed render our lives to Christ in everything. No longer being conformed to this world, but guided by the Holy Spirit, being renewed in your mind, approving that the will of God is good and acceptable and perfect. Let us so consecrate our life, our whole life: our mind, our eyes and ears, our tongue, our hands and feet, and above all our heart…that it will indeed always be only all for God. Let us pray that this will indeed be the fruit of this morning’s preaching in the lives of all of us.
Amen. 
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