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Romans 12:1-2 

Living by the Mercies of God 

 

‘Be true to yourself’. ‘Be your own person’. ‘Don’t just go along with the crowd’. ‘If your 

friends jumped off the harbour bridge, would you do that, too?’  I assume that you’re 

familiar with at least one of those phrases, especially if you’re a parent; it seems to me that 

there’s a lot of value placed upon swimming against the tide, upon asserting your 

individualism and not just doing something because ‘everyone else is doing it’.  And I think 

there’s a lot of value in those arguments – God has made us all individually, subtly different 

from anyone else in the world, with our own gifts and abilities and passions and personality 

traits.  So to just ‘do what everyone else does’ is not only a dumb idea because you end up 

doing stupid things or things you don’t really want to do in the first place, but it also denies 

something of the individuality with which God has made you.  And yet what we’re going to 

see in Romans 12 this morning is that the way you conduct yourself, and the way we resist 

the tides of the culture around us, have far more to do with God and less to do with us… 

because what we’ll see from Romans this morning is that it is the mercy of God that 

dominates who we are as those who have received such mercy. 

 

‘I appeal to you, therefore, brothers and sisters…’ Paul’s appeal in chapter 12 here is based 

on what we saw from the previous section of his letter in chapter 11, which we looked at 

last Sunday.  There we saw the magnificent saving plan of God, revealed in all its fullness in 

Christ Jesus, in grafting together a new people for himself through faith in Christ.  All 

humanity has sinned; everyone is deserving of the wrath of God, and yet God desires to 

have mercy, and hence calls all men, women and children to have faith in His chosen King, 

Jesus Christ.  This mercy is the reason for our response to God, which is what Paul will show 

us this morning.  So let me pray.  

 

‘I appeal to you, therefore, brothers and sisters, by the mercies of God, to present your 

bodies as a living sacrifice, holy and acceptable to God, which is your spiritual worship’. Paul 

starts with a fairly simple exhortation, really – sacrifice yourself to God.  Nothing too 

dramatic, then!  The language he uses is reminiscent of the temple sacrifices in the Old 

Testament times.  In those days, there were various sacrifices that the Israelite people were 

obliged to make in order to maintain their relationship with God as his chosen nation.  

These sacrifices were often animals, but they could also be offerings of grain or of produce 

from the fields or of oil or wine.  There was a whole system of sacrifices for different things 

on different occasions and for different purposes.  But there was one thing that all the 

various sacrifices had in common – whatever it was that you sacrificed, it had to be highest 

quality.  If you sacrificed an animal, you couldn’t get away with just any old animal from 

your flock – it had to be one of your finest animals, the kind of bull or lamb or goat that 

would’ve fetched top dollar at the market.  That was the kind of sacrifice that was ‘holy and 
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acceptable to God’.  Anything less was unacceptable.  To offer sacrifices in this way was 

worship, which really just means serving God.  So what we as Christians are called to do here 

by Paul, is to offer up not a lamb or a measure of flour, but our very selves, the very core of 

who we are, everything about ourselves, into God’s service.  And this is how we are truly 

spiritual.  That word spiritual, actually, literally is logical.  This is simply the logical way to 

respond to the greatness of God’s mercy in our lives – the truly Spiritual way to respond to 

the fact that He has given us His Holy Spirit.  We’re not dead sacrifices, like those bulls or 

goats in the Old Testament – we are to be living sacrifices, devoting our whole lives to God 

in glad thanks for His mercy to us. 

 

But what does this spiritual, this logical worship actually look like?  It’s all very well to say 

‘sacrifice yourself to God’, but it’s not a very specific encouragement.  Well thankfully Paul 

gives us some help in understanding what this might mean for us in our everyday lives. And 

he doesn’t start in the place you might think – he doesn’t straight away tell us ‘do this’ or 

‘do that’ or ‘don’t do this or that’.  No, look with me at verse 2: ‘do not be conformed to this 

world, but be transformed by the renewing of your minds, so that you may discern what is 

the will of God—what is good and acceptable and perfect’.  The fact of the matter here is 

that we are formed one way or another – something shapes who and what we are – we can 

either let the world shape us, or we can be have our minds renewed so that it’s the will of 

God and the mercy of God that guides and shapes our lives, not the culture around us, with 

its gluttony and self-absorption and complete hedonism.  I take it that Paul appeals to 

people’s minds, to thinking with sober judgment in verse 3, because that is where change 

really starts in our lives.  Now we need to be aware at this point that in the first century 

Mediterranean world, your mind wasn’t just your force of will, or your capacity for rational 

thought or logical reason.  When we use the word ‘mind’, I think we tend to mean cold, 

detached, unfeeling analysis.  But to someone in Paul’s time, ‘mind’ also included what we 

often associate with ‘heart’ – passion, desire, will, emotional intelligence.  We might say ‘I 

poured my heart and soul’ into something. Someone in those times might just as easily say ‘I 

poured my mind’ into it. So Paul here is being much broader – what God wants from us isn’t 

just intellectual assent to a series of truths – ‘Jesus died for my sins’; ‘Jesus is fully human 

and fully God’; ‘God is Trinity – One God in Three Persons, Father, Son and Spirit’.  All those 

things are true, but mere acknowledgment isn’t what we see here.  What Paul desires for 

those who follow Christ isn’t just acquiescence – it’s transformation.  It’s renewal.  Paul has 

on view here the complete person – your mind isn’t just your will, it’s your desire, your love, 

your trust.  Paul calls the Romans, and indeed as God’s chosen instrument, to be completely 

reinvented as people, as the most fundamental thing about them is renewed, leading to 

transformation.  And the goal of this transformation is twofold: to discern what is the will of 

God, and to bring good to one another. 

 

In verse 3 we are urged not to think of ourselves more highly than we ought – after all, as 

we saw last week, none of us, whoever we are, has any reason to boast.  We are God’s 
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people because of what He has done to us and in us, not because of anything we can do or 

offer.  Rather, we’re to respond to this great mercy of God “according to the measure of 

faith that God has assigned”.  God has given to us not only his mercy, but a particular 

‘measure of faith’, a particular role to play within his church, and within His grand plans for 

the world and His people.  Here Paul says that not everyone has the same measure of faith – 

some people have more faith, some people have less.  Some people might have the same 

‘amount’ of faith, but express it in different ways.  That might not sound ‘fair’ to you – that 

sits uncomfortably with me, to be honest.  How can God love us all equally, if he doesn’t 

give us the same gifts equally?  I think we rightly disapprove of parents who don’t treat their 

kids equally, who treat one better or worse than the others – that’s not fair!  But I’ve fallen 

into the worldly trap there of thinking more highly of myself than I ought.  I deserve better 

from God.  It’s not fair!  But God has already given me his mercy, even though I was 

disobedient!  How can I fault Him for anything else He gives me, when He’s given me His 

Son, the Lord Jesus Christ? 

So when I read the last few sentences of this passage that we’re looking at this morning, it 

seems to make more sense to me.  See, the Bible doesn’t only describe Christians as a family 

(although that’s what we are – we are brothers and sisters, and God is our heavenly Father.  

You can see in verse 1 there that Paul considers the Roman Christians, who he’s never even 

met, to be his brothers and sisters).  No, we’re more than a family – Paul in this passage also 

likens the church, the communal, corporate body of Christians together, as a body.  And just 

as a body has all kinds of different parts (legs, ears, hearts, leg bones, blood vessels, a 

nervous system, all those kinds of wonderful things) – just as a body has all those different 

parts that do specific jobs and perform specific parts that all need to do their job properly in 

order for the body to function, so the different people who make up part of the ‘Christian’ 

body have all kinds of different roles to play to keep that body healthy.  Now you might have 

been a Christian for 60 years, or you might still not be sure that you trust Jesus and want to 

be a ‘Christ-ian’.  But here, in this little church in one little corner of a little country halfway 

around the world and 2000 years away from where Paul was writing this letter, we can see 

the various gifts that differ, according to the grace God has given us.  And like a healthybody 

needs all its body parts working well, so does this Christian body, the church.  Paul here lists 

some of the gifts that God might have given us: prophecy, ministry, teaching, exhorting, 

giving, leading, or compassion.  These aren’t the only gifts God could give us – there are 

other passages like Eph 4 or 1 Cor 12 where there are similar lists of gifts, and they’re not 

the same.  But think about some of those, and think about your place here at St Mark’s. 

You might be able to prophesy – which is being able to understand the particular way that 

Scripture can speak into someone’s life.  Perhaps you are able to serve – after all, that’s 

what ministry is – serving!  Or perhaps you’re able to teach, or exhort others, or give of your 

time or energy or money, or lead others, or have compassion on those around you.  All of 

these, you will see, are listed there by Paul as possible gifts that God may have given you.  

But I take it that the reason why he’s not interested in giving us an exhaustive list is because 

the particular gifts God may have given you are far less important than what you do with 
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them.  Note the way that Paul instructs the Roman church to treat these various gifts: 

“prophecy, in proportion to faith; ministry, in ministering; the teacher, in teaching; the 

exhorter, in exhortation; the giver, in generosity; the leader, in diligence; the 

compassionate, in cheerfulness.”. 

Verse 5 says that Christians are ‘members of one another’ – as we saw last week, God has 

not merely saved a set of individuals – he has saved a people for Himself, and Christians thus 

no longer belong only to themselves.  A Christian belongs to Christ Jesus – that’s why we are 

called ‘Christ-ians’.  And because every Christian belongs equally to Christ, we belong to one 

another, and we live not only for our own benefit but for one anothers’.  So whatever gift 

you might have, says Paul, use that gift.  But not only for your own benefit, but for the 

benefit of other people, both in the church and without.  It would be easy for me, as 

someone who has the wonderful privilege to study the Bible full-time at Moore College, to 

cling on to what I learn.  To store it up in my heart, ponder over the great things God has 

done for us and grow in my love of and obedience to Him on my own.  But that’s not what 

God has given me that gift of study for.  He’s given me that gift so that I might teach (and be 

taught) –what a waste it would be for me never to share with anyone what God has been 

teaching me through His word.  What a waste it would be if were able to serve, and only 

served yourself.  What a waste it would be if you were able to give, yet only gave to 

yourself.  That, friends, is not biblical.  It’s not Christian.  That’s the way of the culture 

around us – always looking out for number one, never getting to know your neighbours, 

much less care about them and their relationship with God.  I’ll get whatever I can get out of 

life and I don’t really care who I have to step on to get it.  That’s being conformed to this 

world – God has something so much better for us, friends.  He has complete transformation 

of our very core, the deepest desires of our hearts, the renewal of our minds.  This is God’s 

plan for you, for us.  This is what it means to live by the mercies of God.  And it’s my prayer 

that here at St Mark’s, we might be continually characterised by our loving response to 

these wonderful mercies of Christ.  Let me pray. 

 

 


