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“Tools, not Toys”      Text – Romans 12:4-16    HC QA 55   OT Reading – Exodus 35:30-36:7

Congregation of the Lord Jesus Christ,
Our Old Testament reading was about the time when the tabernacle was being built.  And the Lord appointed and equipped two men, Bezalel and Oholiab to be the project managers and master craftsmen.  And we read about the people bringing offerings to the worksite “morning after morning,” to the point that the workmen had to go to Moses and say, “The people are bringing more than enough for doing the work the Lord commanded to be done.”  
Now, this same ‘problem’ still occurs in the church today.  For instance, once again, by God’s grace, as a church, this year we have the blessed ‘problem’ of having to make some decisions about what to do with the money left over after all our budgeted expenses have been paid.  And that is reason for thanksgiving.  

And we will meet as a congregation in about a month’s time to discuss finances and receive reports from various committees and groups.  And that meeting will be an opportunity for us to reflect on just how many are serving in different ways.  And that too will be reason for thanksgiving.
But if you have worked on any committee in the church, here or elsewhere, you will know that it can often be the case that when you are looking for people to serve in some area, you do not exactly have a long list of volunteers that you have to wade through and make choices about.  
Unlike as it was with the tabernacle workmen there is not ‘more than enough.’  In fact, sometimes it is more a case of ‘phew! finally, we have found someone!’ 
So, one of the issues that can exist in the life of the church is an unwillingness of some to use the gifts the Lord has given them.   
But there are other issues in this area also.  
· Harm can be done when we place a value on one gift over another; when we treat the contribution of some as somehow less worthy than the contribution of others.  
· There can be danger in comparing our abilities with others without recognizing the unique way that the Lord creates each of us.  
· We will soon be in trouble in this whole area if our perspective is governed more by the horizontal than it is the vertical – when we are more men-focused than God-focused.
· And 1 Corinthians 13 reminds us that we can offend the Lord and injure others by using our gifts without love – for love is the greatest gift.  
· And in this connection, the title of this sermon is Tools, not Toys.  One commentator says, “Spiritual gifts are tools to build with, not toys to play with or weapons to fight with.  In the church at Corinth, the believers were tearing down the ministry because they were abusing spiritual gifts.  They were using their gifts as ends in themselves and not as a means toward the end of building up the church … they had the gifts of the Spirit but were lacking in the fruit of the Spirit.” 

So, as we have seen in the opening verses of Romans 12, in view of God’s mercies in Jesus Christ, we are to present our bodies as living sacrifices.  We are not to be like the world but to be transformed by the renewing of our minds.  And the first example of what this looks like in the church; the first application of this command is seen as the Spirit Calls Believers to Radical Relationships.  

And as we noted last week, in vv3-16 the focus is primarily on relationships with other believers.

So, today we consider the Spirit’s Call to Radical Relationships with Believers.  

And last week, as we considered v3, we noted the call to humble evaluation.  
We noted that we live in a culture of Me.  We live in times characterized by individualism.  So we must work especially hard on having an other-focus that is selfless and sacrificial.  
And all of this is because of the mercies that God has shown us in the Lord Jesus Christ.
Well, as we continue with vv4-16, today we consider the call to Selfless cooperation and the call to Loving Participation.
So first of all, in vv4-8, the call to selfless cooperation.
1. Later on in ch. 16 of Romans, Paul will use the word ‘church’ three times as he sends his greetings to the congregation in Rome.  Those are the only times he uses the word ‘church’ in this book, even though he often speaks about the church and to the church.  And given the nature of what he will say in these verses, it makes sense that Paul does not describe the believers in Rome as the ‘church’ in vv4-8, but instead as the body of Christ.  
a. Church can mean the building or a congregation or a denomination or all Christians everywhere.  And we can even make the mistake of thinking of the church as something not much different than the local soccer club or Rotary organisation – it’s just the group of people we hang out with because we have a shared interest.  It’s my community.  
i. But when you think about a group of people as the body of Christ, it takes on a whole new level of meaning and significance.  
A. And it is a favourite image of the church that Paul likes to use.  He uses it in 1 Cor 12, Eph 3-5, and Col 3.  Jesus is the head and the church is His body.  
B. And the most helpful part of this image is that it forces us to see one another in Christ.  The person I am talking to or thinking about is joined to Jesus Christ; is one whom Jesus died for; is a servant of Jesus Christ; is one whom Jesus loves.  
1) You see, if I look around me and see members of the same church, I can mistakenly keep that at the horizontal level – me and these people.  
2) But if I look around and see the body of Christ, it is the vertical that always governs the horizontal.  
ii. So already, just by describing the church as the body of Christ, Paul has located his instructions in the first verse of 12:1, hasn’t he.  “In view of God’s mercy…”  
A. If I think about what God has done for me in Jesus Christ, I cannot be selfish and self-serving and self-absorbed.  I cannot withhold myself or my gifts.  I cannot ignore the needs of this person or these others.  For Jesus did not do this for me.  Jesus served and gave, selflessly, that I might be saved.  
b. But while there is one body, one church under Christ, as we think about our bodies, we know that there are different parts that make up that body – hands and feet and a nose and ears and eyes, etc.  
i. And boys and girls, do you smell with your hands?  Do you look with your feet?  Do you run with your ears?  No you do not.  And is that because you choose to smell with your nose, rather than with your hand?  No.  It is because each part of your body has a specific function.  And you need each of those parts and you need them to be working properly for your whole body to function as it is supposed to function.   
ii. So, v4 – “Just as each of us has one body with many members, and these members do not have the same function, so in Christ we who are many form one body, and each member belongs to all the others.  We have different gifts, according to the grace given us.”  
iii. Now, to show you the force of what the Spirit is saying here, in 1 Corinthians 7:4, instructions are being given to husbands and wives about sexual intimacy.  We read, “The wife's body does not belong to her alone but also to her husband.  In the same way, the husband's body does not belong to him alone but also to his wife.”  
A. In terms of sexual intimacy, a husband or wife are not to be selfish toward the other; they are to be selfless and giving.  A wife or a husband have a legitimate demand on the body of their spouse.   
B. Well, here in v4, we read, “each member belongs to all the others.”  The other members of the body of Christ have a legitimate demand on me.  If I am a ‘foot,’ I cannot refuse to walk.  I cannot say to the rest of the body, leave me alone.  You have no right to expect me to get you from a-b.  
1) Now, it is important that I qualify what I have just said by noting that when I say ‘legitimate demand’ here, it is in the sense of under Christ, not in the sense of you must do what I tell you, end of story.  It is Christ alone who shapes and fuels and limits this demand.  As we work these things through – do so with Bibles open.
2) But each one of us is to see him or her self as part of a body that needs me and my gifts and abilities.
2. Now, a whole lot could be said about each of the gifts that are given in the list of vv6-8.  Indeed, a sermon on the subject of the prophesy mentioned in v6 would be worthwhile.  But let these two brief comments about vv6-8 suffice for today.  
a. There are a number of similar lists of gifts found in the Epistles of Paul.  But while you find some commonality in the items listed, not one list is exactly like the others.  So we must not take this list in Romans 12 and make it the definitive list of gifts.  
i. This list possibly had particular relevance to these Roman believers, but it provides all the Lord’s people with a list of some of the gifts that the Lord gives to His people.  These are not the only gifts or all the gifts.  These are some of the gifts that the Lord gives.
A. Boys and girls, sometimes parents will say to you something like, Do you love me?  And you say, Yes.  And then they say, I want you to show that you love me by being more helpful around the home.  And because you love Mum, you say, What would you like me to do Mum?  And she says make your bed and tidy your toys away.  Well, are they the only two ways you can show your love for mum?  If all you did was tidy your bed and put your toys away, would you have exhausted all the possible ways of showing your love for your mother?  No.  She has given you a representative list – some of the ways you can show your love.  
ii. The chief point here is that in view of God’s mercy toward me in Jesus Christ, whatever gift or gifts I have been given ought to be used, and ought to be used in the service of others.  
b. But secondly and lastly in connection with this point, the prophecy spoken of here was something unique and specific to these NT times.  Remember that this was a NT church without a NT.  And so, the Lord gave some the extraordinary gift of speaking His word directly to His people.  Without reference to the OT Scriptures, they could say, “Thus says the Lord.”  
i. But with the advent of the complete Scriptures, the OT and the NT, this office or this gift ceased.  In the Bible, we have what is sufficient and necessary for the man of God “to be thoroughly equipped for every good work.”
c. But such was the nature of the gift of prophecy; so great was its potential for either good or evil, that it is given a qualification.  “If a man's gift is prophesying, let him use it in proportion to his faith.”
i. Now again, what exactly is meant by “in proportion to his faith” can be understood in several ways.  But the main point to note is that it is a qualification – this far and no further.  Be careful.  Don’t overstep the mark.  And by way of contrast, note that while a qualification is given to the gift of prophesy, there is no such qualification given to any other of the gifts listed here.
ii. In fact, with the other gifts it is an unqualified command: Believer, if the Lord has given you a gift.  Use it!  

A. If you can serve, serve!

B. If you can teach, teach!

C. If you can encourage, encourage!

D. If you can contribute to the needs of others, contribute, generously!

E. If you can lead, lead, diligently!

F. If you can show mercy, show mercy, cheerfully!  

1) This is the command of Christ and this is the example of Christ who did not hold Himself back.  The Bible speaks of Him as being ‘poured out as a drink offering.’  He have and gave and gave to the point of death on a cross.
2) And as a congregation, we need your service and teaching and encouragement and generosity and leadership and works of mercy, etc.
G. So, again, whatever gift or gifts we are given by the Lord ought to be used, and ought to be used in the service of others.
The Spirit calls us to radical relationships with believers.  And that call is to Selfless Cooperation.  But secondly and lastly, from vv9-16, it is also a call to loving participation.
Now, I think this is the third time in this sermon that I have made the observation that we could easily say a lot more about the verses in front of us.  And we will probably return to one or two of the aspects of vv9-16.  Today though, we briefly consider three sections within these verses.  And they are all to do with our attitude - be loving, be patient, and be humble.
1. And the first is be loving.  From v9, “love must be sincere,’ and from v10, Be devoted to one another in brotherly love.”  And we can illustrate what is meant here in two ways:
a. The Greek word translated as sincere is, literally, ‘without hypocrisy.’  
i. In the Greek theatre of those times, to play the role of someone else, the actors would wear masks.  And these actors were called hypocrites.  And you knew that the looks and voice and character on stage was not the true looks and voice and character of the actor himself.  
A. So, we are not to wear a mask of love towards one another.  Our love for one another must be genuine.  
b. But the English word ‘sincere’ comes from the Latin ‘sine cera.’  And sine cera means without wax.  
i. In Roman times, it was well known that potters would turn out pottery pieces that were made of inferior clay that, after being fired in the kiln, would come out with cracks all over the place.  And crooked potters would fill the cracks with wax and then paint the whole thing in the hope that no one would notice.  The quality potters, therefore, would stamp their pottery with the words, sine cera – without wax, so you knew that you had a quality item.  
ii. Well, our love is to be sine cera – sincere – genuine – quality.

A. John Calvin in his commentary on this verse said, “It is difficult to express how ingenious men are in counterfeiting a love which they do not really possess.  They deceive not only others but also themselves, while they persuade themselves that they have a true love for those they not only treat with neglect, but also in fact reject.”  
1) And do you know how we can do this as believers?  I’ll pray for you.

2) And so twisted is sin’s power that we can even do a thing that is kind and good in itself, but in our hearts we do it to prove a point about how much more of a servant than that person is or where were you when I needed you? Etc.  

iii. So what is the remedy for this hypocritical and insincere love?  Well, the command given here takes is back through 12:1, :In view of God’s mercy,” to Romans 5:8, “But God demonstrates his own love for us in this: While we were still sinners, Christ died for us.”  
A. And as you think about that truth, pray about it, and believe it, and then ask the Spirit of the Lord to give you the same attitude as existed in Christ Jesus, your love for others will become more sincere.
B. And in this regard, let me draw your attention to an article that sister Phillipa Williams just posted on the church Facebook page a day or so ago.  And I am sure she would be happy to get you a copy if you would like one.  It is called the second most important book a Christian should have.  Boys and girls, what is the first?  Bible.  And the second?  The hymnbook!!!  The third?  Church membership directory!!!  

2. And this leads us, neatly, to our second point.  Be loving but also be patient; persevere.  
a. Why is it, do you think, that we are told in v11, “Never be lacking in zeal, but keep your spiritual fervor, serving the Lord.  Be joyful in hope, patient in affliction, faithful in prayer”?  Well, if you determine within yourself that you will love your brothers and sisters, selflessly.  If we as a congregation commit ourselves to growing in the selfless use of our gifts for the benefit of others, what can we expect?  Who will be upset and angry that we have this desire?  The evil one.   
i. As one commentator puts it, “Serving Christ usually means satanic opposition and days of discouragement.”  
ii. And if we had an open mic session were any of us were free to come up and share how our efforts to use our gifts had been thrown back in our faces, or our intentions have been misunderstood or misinterpreted, or our needs have been unmet by our brothers and sisters, the queue would be long and the tales would be painful and embarrassing.  
iii. And the only remedy for this reality, from v11, is to know and understand that as we use our gifts in the body of Christ, our service is to the Lord and not to men.  
A. For then we will be content with the thanks of the Lord even if it does not come from men or our service is trashed by others.  
iv. When life, even in the church and especially in the church, becomes difficult, we must not let our zeal for the Lord grow cold.  We must be patient.  We must persevere.  We must remember that the Lord does not treat us as our sins deserve.
3. So, be loving, and be patient, but lastly, be humble.
a. From v16, we are warned not to be proud.  

i. Romans – Jew/Gentile, Slave/free, Men/women-children.

A. And with us?  Old/Young?

ii. The world loves beautiful people.  The world wants to be a celebrity or a sports superstar.  The world wants to be with successful people.  The world loves those who have it all together.  But the world aborts those with physical or mental disabilities.  The world puts the mentally ill and the disabled and the elderly in places where they are out of sight.  But go through those institutions and you will find the Lord’s people there.  
A. And so, for example, at the Oaks and the other residential institutions around us are those who love to hear us sing the hymns they grew up with.  Granted, it’s not glamourous.  Some of them smell.  Some of them repeat the same story over and over again.  Some of them dribble.  But are they not an example of the ‘people of low position’ that we are called here to associate with?  And can we think of others?  Drug addicts?  Solo-mums?  Prostitutes?  
B. You may be married and drug free and not living on the streets and having all your mental faculties.  But is that because of your cleverness?  No.  It is all God’s grace.  So, “Do not be proud, but be willing to associate with people of low position.  Do not be conceited.”
The Spirit calls believers to radical relationships with believers.  
Humble Evaluation – Do not overestimate your abilities.  Make yourself accountable to others.  Seek their encouragement and admonition.  

Selfless Cooperation – As the Lord has given you gifts and abilities, use them to bless the body of Christ.

Loving Participation – Sincere love, patient service unto the Lord, humility.  
Jesus, the high King of heaven, left that glory behind to become what?  “A friend of tax collectors and "sinners," according to Matthew 11:19.  

And thank God He did!  May we be like Him as we live for Him because we love Him.  Amen.

