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Scripture: Romans 12:1-10
Sermon:
*** Skit first with Nate***
Introduction
	Before we get into our message for today, I want to refresh your memories about some things we talked about last week.  Recall, we looked at Paul’s discussion of spiritual gifts in his first letter to the Corinthian Christians.  Do you remember what we came away with last time?  The focus is not to be on the gifts, but on the giver of the gifts- the Holy Spirit.  Like Sheldon Cooper, we are to show gratitude to the gift giver for the gift or gifts we are given.  
	We also talked about the fact that God himself demonstrates unity in diversity. There is perfect unity found among the three persons of the Trinity even as they demonstrate different functions within the Godhead.  This means that the diversity of spiritual gifts given by the Holy Spirit actually reflects the very nature of God- diversity!  We are intended to be unified in our diversity, as God is, but our sin gets in the way and we create divisions and factions based around the diverse gifts we are given.  This is not how God intended it to be! His intent is for his people to demonstrate unity in diversity as a witness to the world of His unity in diversity.
	That was last week.  Building on that idea of unity in diversity as part of God’s very nature, this week we are going to look more specifically at some gifts and talk about how we actually go about building unity in our diversity and how to use our gifts in such a way that they promote unity and serve as a witness of God’s nature to the world.
	In our little skit, I was completely absorbed by screwdrivers.  I thought they could do anything.  I thought they were the only tools I needed.  I looked down on hammers because they are too primitive, too basic.  I was afraid of power tools because they’re too dangerous and uncontrollable. But clearly, if I am going to be effective in completing home building projects, I need a variety of tools in my toolbox, not just a variety of screwdrivers.  
	A variety of tools in your toolbox is necessary to effectively accomplish the variety of tasks you face.  A variety of gifts in the church is necessary to effectively accomplish the variety of ministries the church faces. 
When we talk about it in terms of literal tools, it seems silly!  But how often to do we do this when it comes to different spiritual gifts, diverse kinds of service or different roles within the church?  How frequently do we look down on some gifts or roles as being too basic or unsophisticated? Similarly, do we ever shy away from some of the more spectacular gifts of the Spirit because we think they’re too dangerous and unpredictable?  Are we guilty of trying to limit God to just using one kind of tool in his toolbox?  Or do we trust that sometimes the appropriate tool for God to use is a hammer, sometimes a screwdriver and sometimes a power saw?  Is the gift of serving just as valuable and useful as the gift of teaching?  Is it possible to use the gift of healing in such a way as to build up the people of God and not be out of control? What about the gift of tongues or speaking other languages?  This is what we are going to tackle today! Let’s read our text together.
Text Romans 12:1-10
Context
	What is our context?  Paul is writing to the Christians in Rome.  He is writing from Corinth, the city we looked at last week.  Paul did not plant the church in Rome, which means this letter is unlike almost all of his others.  Paul knew many Christians in Rome and he sends greetings to them at the end of the letter, but part of Paul’s purpose in writing Romans is to prepare the church for his upcoming visit during which most of them will meet him for the first time.
	In Romans 1, Paul talks about the fact that humanity is fallen in sin and that this has affected our minds and our worship. Here in chapter 12, then, he calls upon Christians to have their minds transformed and to live out their faith as an act of true worship.  Paul also talks to them in this chapter about being humble, about taking an appropriate judgement of themselves just before talking about the use of spiritual gifts.  We don’t know if this was a problem in the church in Rome, but we do know it was a problem in Corinth from which Paul was writing!
	Given this background, let’s see what Paul has to say about our minds, worship, humility and gifts.  Let’s make some observations from the text itself.
Observations
Paul begins with “Therefore, in view of God’s mercy….”  So take note that the whole foundation of what Paul is about to say is God’s mercy.  That is very important!
What, then, are we to do in view of God’s mercy?  We are to offer our bodies as living sacrifices.  Let’s break this phrase down and see some startling points.  First, sacrifices usually don’t live. That’s kind of the point of a sacrifice! Remember, in the OT sacrifices were killed and then offered on the altar.  They were burned up.  So a living sacrifice is a counter-intuitive idea.
Second, Paul says we are to offer our bodies as these living sacrifices.  Worship is physical, not just mental or spiritual.  Our bodies matter to God. That is actually one of the distinctives of Judaism and Christianity. We don’t view our bodies as “husks” that imprison the soul or the true inner person.  We are physical as well as spiritual beings and both our physical and our spiritual sides matter to God.  
So Paul is saying we are to offer our bodies as living sacrifices to God.  This, he says, is our “spiritual act of worship.”  Our bodies are our spiritual worship.  What does spiritual mean, though?  The word for spiritual here is difficult to translate well into English. Sometimes it’s translated as “reasonable.”  Spiritual worship means our hearts and minds, not just going through the motions.  This is what God actually desires from us in our worship, not the fallen, self-centred, depraved worship Paul talked about in chapter 1.  Part of why it can also be translated “reasonable” act of worship is that this whole-hearted, completely consuming worship is the reasonable response for those who have truly understood the truth revealed in Christ. A wholehearted self-sacrifice of mind, body and spirit is the right response to being saved from sin through Christ. [Douglas Moo, Romans, p. 752-753]
As further explanation of what it looks like to be a living sacrifice, Paul says we are to no longer be conformed to the pattern of this world but to be transformed by the renewing of our mind.  Remember, our minds are affected by sin.  The word for mind means more than just our rational capacity. It’s not that we can’t think logically any more.  Rather, our whole intellect and especially our wills need to be transformed. [George Ladd, NT Theology, p. 569]  Our intellect is fallen. Our wills are fallen.  Even when we know what the right thing to do is, and even when we want to do it, we still don’t do it! This means that we need to have our minds and wills renewed by the Holy Spirit if we are to be resemble Jesus. 
Paul says that our minds are no longer to be conformed to the pattern of this world. Literally, he says, “this age.” [Moo p. 755] Remember our diagram about the two overlapping ages- this Present Age and that Age to Come. [diagram] Our minds are not to be conformed to the pattern of this Present, Sinful Age but we are to be transformed so we fit the pattern of the Age to Come, the Age of the rule of God, literally “the Kingdom of God.”  This is part of living in the “in between times” between the time of Christ’s resurrection and his return. This is part of the Christian experience of being citizens of God’s Kingdom, the Age to Come, but living in the Present Age, the age of sin.  Part of living out our heavenly citizenship in the here and now is having our minds renewed and being transformed.
Another part of living out our heavenly citizenship is to think of ourselves appropriately, neither with arrogance or self-loathing.  That is the next point Paul makes.  He says, “By the grace given to me I say: do not think too highly of yourselves, but think of yourselves with sober judgement, using the faith you have been given as the measuring stick.”  Paul is not saying that we are to judge ourselves by how much faith we have.  Rather, he is saying that the faith we have in common, the teachings of the gospel, should be the measuring stick we use to judge ourselves.  Our common experience of grace, from God’s mercy in verse 1, and the faith we hold in common, given to us by the Spirit, “will help to stifle exaggerated ideas about [our] own status or ministry.”  [Moo, p. 758]
What does it mean to use the Christian faith as our personal measuring stick?  What does that look like?  It means we are to think of ourselves humbly.  That is, we are neither to think of ourselves too highly nor to think to lowly of ourselves. Instead, we are to think of ourselves as God thinks of us- terribly rebellious sinners, yet so deeply loved by God that we have been saved by grace and adopted as his children!  That we are sinners saved by grace, not our own worth or merit, means we won’t think too highly of ourselves.  That we are so deeply loved and have been adopted as God’s children to be co-heirs with Christ means we won’t think too lowly of ourselves either. Rather, our mindset will be changed to one of gratitude and joy.
As believers, we make up the church, or the called people of God.  Just as a body has many parts with different functions, the church is Christ’s body with many parts with different functions.  Based on God’s mercy and grace, we all have the same value even if we have different functions.  These different functions within the body of Christ are given to us by grace and are intended to serve the whole body, not just ourselves.
Paul then describes a number of gifts.  Remember, none of the lists of gifts in the NT is exhaustive. They are just a sampling of the gifts the Spirit gives.  Paul begins by speaking of prophecy, the gift of proclaiming to the Christian community information God has given the prophet for the church’s benefit. [Moo, p. 765]  Prophecy is not future telling but truth telling; speaking forth God’s truth to his people.  Those with the gift of prophecy are to use it in proportion or by the measure of faith.  Again, this is not about how much faith the prophet has, but it means they are to use their gift within the guidelines or boundaries of Christian faith.  The prophetic gift is to be used in accordance with Christian teaching, or within the boundaries of Christian faith. [Moo, p. 765]  This measuring stick of Christian faith is implied throughout the list of gifts.  Each one is to be used in accordance with the Christian faith. Each gift’s use is to be governed by Christian doctrine and teaching.
The second gift, service, refers to physical acts of personal service. Literally this meant things like cooking and cleaning.  But we should remember that Jesus elevated this kind of service by taking the role of a servant himself and washing the disciples’ feet.  In Acts, the first deacons were selected to oversee this kind of service and the very word deacon comes from this word meaning to serve.  Paul may have in mind here those who have been gifted to serve as deacons or “servants.” [Moo, p. 766]
The third gift is teaching.  Teaching refers to passing on to others the content of the Christian message.  We can teach lots of things, but the spiritual gift of teaching is specific to teaching the truth of the gospel. [Moo, p. 767]  This is why the gift is for the building up of the body- those with the gift of teaching are to use it to teach the Christian message to other Christians as a form of discipleship.
Encouraging is a gift for exhorting Christians to live out their faith. It’s one thing to know the truth of the gospel, it’s another to have the will to live out its consequences every day.
Contributing to the needs of others literally means “sharing.”  It could mean individuals who have a gift for giving from their personal wealth to meet the needs of others. It could also refer to those in the church who have been given the task or responsibility of overseeing the distributions to the poor that the church makes. [Moo, p. 767]  This gift is to be used with generosity.
Leadership is a reference to those who have been gifted to lead the church as elders or overseers.  The Spirit gives gifts necessary to the offices of the church.  Those who have leadership gifts need to use them to build up the church and use them within the boundaries or by the measure of the Christian faith.
Last Paul speaks of showing mercy. This refers to visiting and caring for the sick, the poor, the elderly and those in prison. For those with this gift, Paul says they are to practice it cheerfully.  I think those with this gift especially run the risk of burning out if they are not using their gift cheerfully and in light of God’s mercy and grace.  Taking care of the sick and needy is incredibly draining work.  Those with this gift and responsibility need to be constantly drawing on the power of the Spirit if their work is not to become an overwhelming burden.
Paul continues this passage by speaking of the need for love to be sincere.  This is our favourite word at Priory, agape love.  Although verse 9 probably starts a new section, there is a clear thread continuing through it.  Our use of gifts is to be for the benefit of others.  Our use of gifts is to be in light of what God has done and is to be primarily focussed on the well-being of others, in particular their spiritual well-being.  If our agape love is not sincere, then we are likely to misuse our gifts or burn out trying to use them.
Wow! That’s a lot of observations!  That’s a bit longer than we usually take on observations, but there’s a lot to see in the text.  So what are we to do about all of this?  How do we interpret this passage?
Interpretation
I want to make four points from this passage and expand just a little on each one before we apply the message.  Those four points are:
God’s mercies are to be the foundation of our transformation.
God’s mercies are to be the foundation of our self-evaluation.
God’s mercies are to be the foundation of our service in gifting.
God’s mercies are to be the foundation of our unity as a body.
That’s the only way that it works!  We cannot be transformed without a view of God’s mercies.  It is by God’s mercy that our redemption and transformation are even possible.  The mercy of God, shown in Jesus Christ, must lead to a response.  That response is a whole-hearted commitment to God turning every aspect of our lives every day into a sacrifice to God.  Worship can be thought of as our response to what God has done. (Often we think of it as something we do to get God to respond, but that’s incorrect.)  So, if worship is our response to what God has done, then when we think about his mercies, our response or worship is to be a complete self-sacrifice to him, mind, body and spirit.  That commitment to him includes submitting ourselves to him to be transformed by the renewing of our fallen minds and wills. So God’s mercies are the foundation for our transformation which is our act of worship, or our response to those mercies.
Having been transformed by the renewing of our minds, no longer following the pattern of this age, God’s mercies then form the foundation of our self-evaluation.  We can only have an accurate view of ourselves when we take God’s mercies into account.  As we mentioned, God’s mercies are necessary because we are sinful.  God’s mercies are that we have been redeemed.  God’s mercies are that we are not only pardoned from sin but adopted into the family of God with full family privileges.
Without being first transformed, though, we will view ourselves using the patterns this world uses. That means that without being first transformed, we will judge ourselves based on performance, skill, looks, talent, success and money.  These are the criteria that the world uses and it results in people thinking too highly of themselves and too low of others.
Because we are fallen people, we will naturally use the world’s measuring stick for our self-evaluation.  This means we will also naturally be tempted to use our gifts in ways that fit the world’s criteria for success.  This is the most dangerous, yet subtle problem in how many use their gifts.  The world encourages us to use our gifts so we are successful, popular and wealthy.  The world encourages us to show off our gifts and to value flashy gifts more than subtle gifts.  The world also encourages us to view our gifts as talents of our own rather than gifts entrusted to us by the Spirit.
So if we are to use our gifts as God intends, we need to have our minds renewed. Otherwise we will use our gifts as the world would use them: for self-promotion and personal gain.  This is the opposite of agape love, which is primarily focussed on the well-being of others, in particular their spiritual well-being.  This is the opposite of the nature of God who is himself love.  So God’s mercies need to be the foundation of our service in gifting or else we will use our gifts incorrectly, measuring success by this sinful age’s standards instead of God’s standards.
Last, but not least, since our minds our naturally fallen, it requires a renewal of our minds for us to find unity in our diversity. [pic]  Because our diverse functions and our diverse gifting for those functions are more visible than our common experience of grace and our common identity as adopted children of God, we will naturally divide ourselves along the lines of our gifts and functions.  The eyes will all want to be with other eyes, the ears will all want to be with other ears, the tongues and hands with other tongues and hands. [pic] When we do this, we wind up like a bunch of Mr Potato Head dolls with a bunch of the same pieces inserted over and over.
The beauty of God’s nature, though, is unity in diversity.  The beauty of his church, then, is to be transformed by the renewing of its mind so that it can find counter-cultural unity in its complex diversity.  But we have to realize that it takes a degree of God’s work on us and our own submission and sacrifice for God to accomplish this work in us!
Now Apply It
This is a lot to wrap our minds around.  There was a lot to observe and our interpretation is pretty deep! So what practical use is all this? How do we take this home with us? How do we apply these lessons so we see a difference in our Christian walk?
Do you ever find it hard to get along with other Christians? Sometimes the reason is because we are a diverse group of people. We have different gifts, temperaments and passions.  It is our natural inclination to move away from people who are different from us and to find people who are similar to us.  Not liking other Christians because they’re different from you is natural!  It’s also sinful.  It is a result of the fallenness of our minds and wills!
	Or, perhaps you’re suspicious of other denominations?  Maybe you find some denominations focus too much on spectacular gifts. Or other denominations focus too much on theology and not enough on doing good. Or maybe they focus too much on social justice and not enough on the gospel.  Again, it is natural not to gravitate towards denominations that focus on things you’re not passionate about. This is natural, but natural, at least in this case, also means sinful. As people born into this Present Age, our natural responses will be defined by this age, which means they will be defined by sin. If we are to respond as citizens of the Age to Come, we need to be transformed by God in view of his mercies.
	Maybe you don’t find other Christians hard to get along with. Maybe you’re not suspicious of other denominations.  But do you find it really hard to keep serving?  Do you find you get drained?  Do you find it hard to serve because you feel underappreciated, or unsuccessful?  Do you miss being thanked an acknowledged for your service?  This, too, is natural! But, as you’re figuring out, that it’s natural doesn’t mean it’s right or even good.
	When we serve out of our own strength, or when we use our gifts in order to measure up to the world’s standards of success and value, we are not serving well. We are not serving as if we belong to one another. Our love is not sincere. We are not serving in light of God’s mercies.  We need to have our minds transformed to be like Christ, who served others out of love.  He offered his body as a living and ultimately dying sacrifice for us.  We need to have our minds imprinted with Christ if we are going to be able to serve others without burning out.  
	Another application for this message is to change how we measure success.  Remember, we are to think of ourselves with sober judgement. We are to use the Christian faith as our measuring stick.  That means it will change our evaluations of success.  The world measures success by where you end up.  Do you have lots of money? Are you popular? Do you have power? Did you win awards? Did you receive recognition?
	But God measures success very differently. God doesn’t measure success by where you end up, but by whether or not you were obedient to where he called you to be and serve. That means that if you’re called to serve in a lowly way, and you do so obediently, God will count that as a greater success than if you went out and lead a ministry even greater than Billy Graham’s but were not being obedient in doing so!
	This is something that I wrestle with personally.  It is natural for pastors to measure the success of their ministry by the size of their church. It’s natural to expect to see numerical growth at church if you’re “successful.”  But that’s not how God measures success. It’s how the world measures success!  My success as a pastor is not measured by how large this church is or ever gets.  My success as a pastor is based on whether or not I am obedient to be serving where God has called me to serve and if I’m serving as he calls me to serve.  If I’m being obedient to my call and the church never grows beyond 100 people, even if it shrinks in fact, but I’m still being obedient to God in my service, then that is more successful than if the church grew to 300 or 400 people but I was not obeying God to do it.  That is mind boggling!  Which is precisely why we need a renewing of our minds.
	The question of unity also applies to different congregations working well together.  Not only are different individuals given different functions within a congregation, but different congregations are given different functions within a city.  I was talking to a pastor, Dennis Anderson, last Tuesday.  His church, Royal City, operates a powerful ministry in downtown Guelph called the Christian Life Centre. Part of that ministry is the Agape Café, which a number of people in our church are familiar with.  Dave Donaldson was with me at that lunch, and Dave shared with the grew the mission work that our church has been doing and his own calling to connect Canadian churches with pastors in Kenya in need of further education.  Dennis looked at me and said, “Please keep up the good work in international missions!  My church can’t do that.  All of our resources go into the Christian Life Centre.  We can’t do international missions. But we are also perfectly situated to do the work we do. Priory couldn’t do our work. We can’t do Priory’s work.  Please keep doing your international work because somebody’s got to do it!”
	Our churches are participants in the same Kingdom of God. We are recipients of the same grace from God.  But we have different functions.  And here was Pastor Dennis extending words of unity and encouragement to our church.  He gets it!  We have different functions within the city of Guelph, but we serve the same God and serve within the same faith.
	We can extend this example even further. Different kinds of churches have different roles within the city.  Big churches that have flashy or more sophisticated worship services reach different people than smaller churches with smaller budgets.  In little churches everybody can learn your name. In large churches it’s easier to be anonymous. Both of those are good things for different people or even for the same people at different stages of their journey of faith.
	[pic] Did you know that there are no small churches around Willow Creek, the uber-mega church outside Chicago?  Why is that? It’s not that all the churches around them have closed. It’s that all the churches around them have grown to be hundreds if not thousands of people. What’s happening? Willow Creek’s model is to be a seeker church. They attract people who are either unchurched or who have been turned off of church.  But as a seeker church, they can only go so far with people once they’re no longer seekers and have found Christ.  People who’ve been grown at Willow Creek to the point where they can’t grow any further move along to other churches around Willow that can disciple them further.  Willow is considered one of the most successful churches in the US.  But their function is not the same as the other churches around them.  Together, Willow and the surrounding, lesser known churches, work together to help people not only come to Christ, but grow to maturity in Christ.
	When I first moved to Guelph, over the first several years I kept hearing about all sorts of people who used to come to Priory, but now went to Lakeside, the mega church in Guelph.  I heard about people from other churches in Guelph who had also moved to Lakeside. About 3 or 4 years into my ministry here, I realized I had become bitter towards Lakeside and didn’t even know any of the pastors there!  I came to the point where I repented and “forgave” Lakeside for drawing so many Christians from other churches in the city. But now I realize that we’re not in competition with Lakeside. Success is not measured by how large your congregation is. Success is measured by how obedient you are to be where you are called to be. 
	And, lest you think this is just sour grapes, since being at Priory there have been people who have come to Priory and then gone to Lakeside and I’m very glad they’ve gone! As one of my professors at seminary put it, sometimes difficult people need to be in larger churches in order to dissipate their toxicity.  Large churches can do ministry we can’t do. Similarly, we can do ministry that large churches can’t do either. Our church has been able to build into the lives of a number of individuals who would be completely lost at a large church.
	[pic] We are recipients of the same grace and mercy from God. We have different functions. That doesn’t make one church better. It makes us diverse.  Screwdrivers are not better than hammers if you need to drive a nail.  Hammers are of little use when you need a power saw.  Variety is the spice of life in the church.  The toolbox of God’s kingdom includes hammers, screwdrivers, saws, awls, measuring tapes, and much more.  Each tool is equally valuable, just with different uses.  Simple hammers should not be frowned upon. Power tools shouldn’t be feared.  Sophisticated screwdrivers should not be exalted above other tools.
	Whatever your gift is or gifts are, use them in obedience. Whatever gifts other people have, encourage them to use them in obedience. Celebrate one another’s gifts and callings.  Measure yourself well, by the measure of the faith, not by worldly success.  They key to success in God’s kingdom is obedience and our motive for serving- as a worshipful response to God’s mercies, having been transformed by the renewing of our minds.  Live as a sacrifice to God and you will be successful in the only terms that matter- God’s terms.  
To Do:  This week, spend time looking at or thinking about God’s mercies.  Ask God to give you a sense of his mercy so that you will be moved to offer yourself as a living sacrifice.  Ask God to renew your mind.
Amen.

