LIVING SACRIFICES

Text: Romans 12:1-2. 
Readings: Ex 20; Ps 116 
Heidelberg Catechism LD 32 Q 86
Theme: Because of God's great mercy in Christ we are to offer ourselves to God in keeping with his will.
Purpose: To urge you to live for God in gratitude for his mercy. 


Paul’s letter to the church in Rome divides into three main parts. Chapter 1 to chapter 3 verse 20 describes human sin. Chapter 3 verse 21 to the end of chapter 11 describes how God has saved us. And chapters 12 to 16 describe how we are to live in obedience to God’s law. 

The Heidelberg Catechism follows the same structure as this letter; it begins with man’s misery, then describes man’s deliverance and then man’s gratitude. These three parts can be summarized in three S’s: sin, salvation and service; or as three G’s: guilt, grace and gratitude. 

Lord’s Day 32 of the catechism begins this third part of the catechism and explains why we must do good and lists four reasons. The first reason is “so that in all our living we may show that we are thankful to God for all he has done for us.”

Paul wrote about this in the opening verses of Romans 12. He calls us to offer our bodies to God as living sacrifices. We want to consider the motive for this, the command to do this, and how to put this into practice. The motive, the command, the practice of being living sacrifices. 

1. Paul describes THE MOTIVE in these opening: "Therefore, I urge you, brothers, in view of God's mercy...."

a. The word "therefore" is a conjunction, which is a joining word; it joins chapters 1-11 with chapters 12-16. Chapters 1-11 explain all that God has done for us and chapters 12-16 describe what we should do in response.

b. All that God has done is motivated by his mercy. Mercy describes God's compassion, his love, his kindness. God has not treated us as our sins deserve or repaid us according to our iniquities. (Psalm 103:10). Instead, we have been justified by faith and “we have peace with God through our Lord Jesus Christ”. (Rom 5:1) This means that "there is now no condemnation for those who are in Christ Jesus". (Rom 8:1) These are some of the great declarations of the apostle Paul in this letter. This is why we must obey God and follow Christ.  

In order to motivate us to obedience Paul could have appealed to God's judgement. He could have said; "You better fall into line and smarten up or God will punish you!" 
He could have tried to motivate people by fear: "If you don't obey God and live for Him you will be judged by God!" 
But here the Apostle Paul addresses us as believers and he appeals to our knowledge of God's mercy. 
In his mercy God predestined to be saved, then he called us to be his own, then he justified us and then adopted as his children. 

All of this happened in and through the Lord Jesus Christ - especially through his death and resurrection. God chose us in him. (Eph 1:3) It is only because of what Jesus did that God could show us mercy and save us. Without Jesus none of this would have been possible.

c. With this phrase, “in view of God’s mercy” Paul appeals to the motive of gratitude. 

Why should you worship God? Why love Him? Why serve Him? Why live for Him? Because He loved you! He gave His Son for you! He showed you His mercy!

The Heidelberg Catechism picks up this motive and expresses it well; we do good “so that in all our living we may show that we are thankful to God for all he has done for us.” (Q 86)

This is a thoroughly biblical idea. It is described in Psalm 116; “How can I repay the Lord for all his goodness to me? I will lift up the cup of salvation and call on the name of the Lord.” (v 12-13)

This motive appears in more of Paul’s letters. Ephesians chapters 1 to 3 describes what God has done for us and then chapters 4 to 6 describe how we should live in response. 
Colossians has the same structure and so chapter 3:1 begins; “Since, then, you have been raised with Christ set your hearts on things above….” 

This is the pattern of the Christian life: doctrine will be put into practice, faith must produce works, believing will be followed by obeying, knowing will be seen in doing.  
 
When you grasp the love and mercy of God to you then you will offer your body as a living sacrifice, holy and pleasing to God. This takes us from the motive to the command. 

2. THE COMMAND: 

a. "Offer your bodies as living sacrifices, holy and pleasing to God."

In the Old Testament the people of Israel offered sacrifices to God. They would take a living animal to the temple and the priest would take it and kill it and offer it to God on behalf of that person as a payment for sin. 

In the New Testament we don't do that any more. We don't bring animals to church and kill them in front of the pulpit! We don’t do that because Jesus has died as the sacrifice for sin. He fulfilled those old covenant sacrifices. 

But we still are commanded to bring a sacrifice to God - a living sacrifice, ourselves, our bodies, every part of us, the totality of our lives, all that we have, are and do – everything is to be offered to God.

Are you doing that? In view of God’s mercy are you offering yourself to God? As you recall all that God has done for you are you ready to give your all to him?

This sacrifice of our bodies is "holy". The word "holy" means set apart. We are set apart from the world to live for God, to serve him. 

This is "pleasing to God"; in other words, this is what God wants us to do. This is natural, fitting, appropriate, right. 

b. This is also "your spiritual act of worship".

We tend to think of worship as something we do on Sundays when we get together in church.  
But to worship God is to serve him, and we must also do that on Monday. It is vital that we gather for worship on Sundays but it is just as important to carry that worship into the rest of the week - wherever we are, in all we do. 
One of our hymns expresses that well:
Fill thou my life, O Lord my God,
In every part with praise,
That my whole being may proclaim
Thy being and thy ways.
Not for the lip of praise alone,
Nor e’en the praising heart
I ask but for a life made up
Of praise in every part.

This worship is to be "spiritual". This means it is to be real, genuine, from the heart. The sacrifices of the people of Israel often declined into mere routines; they went through the motions; their worship was mechanical. But God wanted worship that came from within and that was willing and sincere. Their worship had to arise out of their understanding of what God had done for them in Christ.

We have considered the motive that must direct Christian obedience, which is gratitude. And we have considered God’s command, that you offer your bodies as living sacrifices, holy and pleasing to God, which is your spiritual worship.

3. How do we put this into PRACTICE? There are two instructions - one negative and the other positive.

a. We read the negative at the beginning of verse 2: "Do not conform any longer to the pattern of this world". 

J.B. Phillips translates that phrase: "Don't let the world around you squeeze you into its own mould."
If you have a jelly mould and you pour the hot liquid into this and let it set, it will take on the shape of the mould. Or if you are making candles you will pour the hot and melted wax into a mould and it will take that shape.

Some Christians are like jelly or hot wax; they are taking the shape of the world; they are letting the world squeeze them, shape them, fashion them into its pattern.

All of us need to heed this warning. The world is very powerful. Our non-Christian society exerts a constant pressure on us trying to make us fit into its pattern. That pressure comes through songs on the radio, books and magazines, conversation at school, university and work; it comes thorugh the programs and adds on TV, through movies, u-Tube and facebook. There is a great pressure to follow the values and thinking and behaviour of those around us. 
God says; "Do not conform to the pattern of this world."  Don't be a jelly Christian taking the shape of the environment around you. 

Do you recognize this pressure and are you resisting it? Or are you being a conformist? Are you taking the shape of the world? Are you letting the world mould your thinking and your lifestyle?

b. Instead of being conformed you must be transformed! This is the positive part.

i. The Greek word used here is metamorpho from which we get our English word, metamorphosis, which refers to a complete change. You must be changed. 

The verb in the Greek is passive which means that this is something that happens to us. You could read it; "Let yourself be transformed..." This is the work of the Holy Spirit in us and with us, changing us, renewing us. 

But this doesn't mean we can sit back and leave it all to the Holy Spirit. The verb is also an imperative, a command; “be transformed!” 

The verb is also in the present tense. This transformation must go on all the time; there must be an ongoing change, a continuous renewal.
Sometimes we are content with the way we are. But that's not right. That would be like a caterpillar being content to remain in its cocoon instead of being transformed into a beautiful butterfly. God wants us to go on being changed, shaped by His Spirit so that we become more and more like the Lord Jesus.
"And we, who with unveiled faces all behold the Lord's glory, are being transformed into his image with ever increasing glory, which comes from the Lord, who is the Spirit." (2 Cor 3:18)

ii. Paul explains how this process of transformation works: it happens by "the renewing of your mind". Instead of allowing your mind to be shaped by the world your mind must be renewed by God's word.  
Are you allowing God’s Word to shape your mind? Are you reading the Bible? Are you thinking about it? Are you memorizing it? Do you listen carefully to the sermons in church?

c. If you resist the pressures of the world and instead are transformed by God's Word “then you will be able to test and approve what God’s will is – his good, pleasing and perfect will.”

God’s will here describes his commands – the Ten Commandments, but also all the other commands he has given to us, in both the Old and the New Testaments. 

God's will is "good”. This means it is right, it is true, it explains how a person can live a righteous life. 

God’s will or law is "pleasing" to him. We don't set our own standards. We don't decide these things by majority vote or by public opinion. No, we do what is acceptable to God.

And his law is "perfect". God sets a high standard. He doesn't want you to be mediocre or half-pie in your obedience to him. He wants you to aim high, to strive for perfection. "Be perfect, therefore, just as your heavenly Father is perfect." (Matt 5:48).


In view of God's mercy how should you live?
Since God has saved you, how should you respond?
"How can I repay the Lord for all his goodness to me?" (Ps 116:12)

Offer your body as a living sacrifice to God, holy and pleasing to him. Don't conform any longer to the pattern of this world; instead let the Bible renew your mind and shape your life. 

If you do this you will show that you are thankful to God for all he has done for you. 

Amen



