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Romans 12

“Living in Light of Truth”

As you leave chapter 11 and enter chapter 12, there is a clear division in the thoughts of the writer. Paul, having digressed to discuss Israel, now begins to explain the practical results of the gospel in the life of a believer. It is customary in Pauline epistles to find this pattern of doctrinal exposition followed by practical explanation.

“In the preceding eleven chapters, Paul piloted his readers through quite heavy doctrine. But doctrine is never taught in the Bible as an end in itself. It is always taught in order that it may be translated into practice.”

-Woodrow Kroll

“The Christian, filled with the knowledge of eternal love, is told how not to dream, but to serve, with all the mercies of God for his motive. This is indeed in the manner of the New Testament; this vital sequence of duty and doctrine; the divine truths first, and then and therefore the blessed life.”

-H.C.G. Moule

“From belief we come now to behavior. Belief is the root; behavior is the fruit; belief is the foundation; behavior is the superstructure; belief is the cause; behavior is the effect; belief leads to salvation; behavior leads to service.”

-Lamoyne Sharpe

The remainder of the book of Romans will be extremely practical in nature. The gospel, once accepted and enacted in the life of a person will by necessity work itself out in daily life. Salvation begins in the heart (10:10), but its effects permeate the whole of the believer’s life. 

In many ways, the last several chapters offer instruction for living in light of the truth that was proclaimed in the opening chapters. The gospel in no way leaves the believer lawless. There are manifold precepts that govern the conduct of the members of Christ’s Church.

Chapter 12 is the beginning of the practical section of the epistle, and in this chapter Paul gives us three aspects of the believer’s life. First of all, there is:

I. THE COMMITMENT OF THE BELIEVER’S LIFE (v. 1-2)

Paul begins the practical section of this letter by relating to the believer the responsibilities that they have to God.

“It is significant that Paul…begins this practical section by dealing with our relationship to God, suggesting that this is of course basic and fundamental to all Christian behavior.”

-George Duncan

Verse one opens with an urging, an exhortation, from the apostle. Paul says, “I beseech you therefore, brethren, by the mercies of God…” Using the mercies of God as motivation, Paul proceeds to call the believer into a total, mental and physical commitment to God.

In these two, truth-packed opening verses, we are reminded of the supreme commitment that is called for from the believer.


A. To be submitted to the work of God

In verse one Paul’s challenge is for the believer to, “…present your bodies a living sacrifice, holy, acceptable unto God, which is your reasonable service.”

The word “present” is a word that speaks of a total dedication of something, as in a religious offering. The same word is found in Luke 2:22 when Joseph and Mary “presented” the child Jesus in the Temple. It is also found in Romans 6:13, where the believer is told to “yield yourselves unto God.” 

This offering of our bodies is to be a “living” sacrifice, that is something that is perpetual and ongoing, and it is what Paul describes as “reasonable”, or rational service. 

Submitting our bodies to the work of God is rational and “reasonable” in light of “the mercies of God.” When a believer recalls what God has done for Him, then it reasonable for Him to submit to whatever God wants to do with Him.

The believer’s commitment to God is not only to be submitted to the work of God, but also:


B. To be shaped by the Word of God

In verse two, Paul continues with the believer’s commitment adding this instruction, “…be not conformed to this world: but be ye transformed by the renewing of your mind…” 
Rather than being pressed into the mold of living prescribed by this world, the believer is to be transformed through a process of a renewed mind. The words that Paul uses in this verse are critical. To be “conformed” is to allow what you are to be shaped by external pressure. But to be “transformed”, is to be completely reformed by an internal process.

While the Scripture is not mentioned in verse two, can there be any question as to the agent in this transformation? A mental transformation and metamorphosis such as is called for in this verse can only come by meditating the mind upon the truth revealed in the Word of God. (cf. Psalm 119:9, 11)

The commitment that must exist in the life of the believer is not only to be submitted to the work of God, and shaped by the Word of God, but also:


C. To be seeking for the will of God

This rational service of presenting our bodies is so, “…that ye may prove what is that good, and acceptable, and perfect, will of God.”

The word “prove” in verse two is an interesting word. The basic meaning is to test something, or to approve something through testing. Ralph Earle, in Word Meanings in the New Testament, says, “…it may also mean ‘discover’ or ‘discern’.”

It appears that Paul’s challenge in these two verses is for the purpose of aiding the believer in discovering the “perfect” will of God for their individual life. The most practical effect of the gospel on the life of an adherent is a desire to find and fulfill the will of God.

As we continue in this chapter, we find not only the commitment of the believer’s life, but we see also secondly:

II. THE COOPERATION WITH THE BELIEVER’S LIFE (v. 3-8)

From the believer’s relationship to God, Paul moves on to speak about their relationship with other believers. Our responsibility to God is always accompanied with a responsibility to His family.

In the next few verses, Paul uses the analogy of the body. It is a common one that He will use in His first Corinthian letter, as well as in Ephesians and Colossians. 

Beginning in verse 3-5, Paul deals with our cooperation within the body of Christ. First of all we are reminded of:


A. Our relationship in the body

In verse three, the precept is directed toward humility. We are encouraged as individuals, “…not to think of himself more highly than he ought to think…” We are rater encouraged to think “soberly”, or with a “right mind” as it is elsewhere translated. 

We are to have no delusions of self-importance or superiority, but rather we are to remember that we are all “…members in one body (v.4)…” In verse five, the lesson is clear. Though we are “many”, we are actually members of one body, and therefore interdependent upon one another.

We are encouraged to cooperate in the body, not only based upon our relationship in the body, but also based upon:


B. Our resources in the body

In verse six, Paul says, “Having then gifts differing according to the grace that is given to us…” With this, Paul enters into a discussion of various gifts, and the responsibility that each one carries. Yet, it is important to note the fact of varying but equally divine gifts.

Each member of the body is equipped by God with gifts for their particular role in the body. The resource from which we draw in order to fill our role in the body is the resource of grace in the gifting of God. The spiritual body of Christ does not function on human skills and abilities.

We see in these verses, not only our relationship in the body, and our resources in the body, but also further:


C. Our responsibility in the body

In verses 6-8, several different gifts or roles are mentioned. They include: prophecy, ministry, teaching, exhortation, giving, ruling (leadership), and mercy.

With each of these gifts, Paul attaches an instruction. For instance, the ones that minister and teach are encouraged to “wait” for their opportunity. Those that “rule” or exercise leadership are told to do so “with diligence”. 

The overall point of this section is that each individual member of the body is responsible for the gift and role that God has given them. While the parts may not perform the same task, each part is responsible for its given task. Each believer is divinely equipped and divinely enlisted for a particular service within the body. Paul’s exhortation is that each member do their job as God has called them.

With the remainder of the chapter, the apostle points us to not only the commitment of the believer’s life, and the cooperation with the believer’s life, but we see also finally:

III. THE CONDUCT IN THE BELIEVER’S LIFE (v. 9-21)

The remaining verses of chapter 12 constitute a fast-moving, almost disconnected series of commands and precepts. All of them involve the day-to-day conduct that is to exist in the believer’s life.

“As if he could not heap the golden words too thickly together, St. Paul dictates here with even unusual abruptness and terseness of expression. He leaves syntax very much alone; gives us noun and adjective, and lets them speak for themselves.”

· H.C.G. Moule

In this fast-paced section of practical instructions, it appears that Paul touches on three particular areas. 


A. The believer’s affection

In verse nine, Paul instructs that our love is to be “…without dissimulation.”  The idea is a sincere love. In these couple of verses Paul deals with (among other things) the kind of love and affection that is to exist in the believer’s life.

In verse 10, the believer is told to be, “…kindly affectioned…with brotherly love…preferring one another.” There is a selflessness that is to pervade in our feelings toward others.


B. The believer’s action

When our affection is right, our action will by necessity follow. We will work hard (v. 11) as we do our jobs as unto the Lord.

We should patiently endure our hardships, prayerfully trusting God (v. 12), all the while giving sacrificially to hospitably meet the needs of others (v. 13).

We should bless our persecutors (v. 14), a precept that would later have great weight to these Roman Christians. We should both rejoice and weep with others (v. 15), and be united in our aims, not appreciating the wrong things (v. 16).


C. The believer’s answer

The last four verses of the chapter involve a theme that Paul addressed in verse 14. How is the believer to answer and respond to those that do “evil” to us? Paul concludes that chapter by stating that God’s people are not to be vengeful and retaliatory. We are to trust God, that He will ultimately right the wrongs (v. 17-19).

Our only mode of vengeance is to return kindness for cruelty. We are to “…overcome evil with good.”
Can you leave a chapter such as this without being reminded of the peculiar nature of the believer in relation to the world around him? The standard for our behavior is so opposite from that of the world’s. 

Perhaps it is with this in mind that Paul opened the chapter with a word about conforming to this world’s systems. We are distinct because we belong to God. That relationship affects every activity of our lives. We were crucified with Christ, and nevertheless we live; not our lives, but His life!
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