What in the World is God Doing?
Part 49: Humble Service
Romans 12:3-8
12 I appeal to you therefore, brothers, by the mercies of God, to present your bodies as a living sacrifice, holy and acceptable to God, which is your spiritual worship. 2 Do not be conformed to this world, but be transformed by the renewal of your mind, that by testing you may discern what is the will of God, what is good and acceptable and perfect. 

3 For by the grace given to me I say to everyone among you not to think of himself more highly than he ought to think, but to think with sober judgment, each according to the measure [standard] of faith that God has assigned. 4 For as in one body we have many members, and the members do not all have the same function, 5 so we, though many, are one body in Christ, and individually members one of another. 6 Having gifts that differ according to the grace given to us, let us use them: if prophecy, in proportion [concurrent with/according to the standard of] to our faith; 7 if service, in our serving; the one who teaches, in his teaching; 8 the one who exhorts, in his exhortation; the one who contributes, in generosity; the one who leads, with zeal; the one who does acts of mercy, with cheerfulness.
Most of us have heard the saying, “When in Rome, do as the Romans.” But the apostle Paul is writing to the Romans living in the imperial capital city of Rome and specifically instructing them NOT to live like the rest of the city, not to live according to the fashions of the age but to live sacrificially.
To put it in terminology of Paul has been using in this letter we are to live through Jesus Christ in us, not like the Old Adam. We live in the world of Adam’s curse as those who have been brought into the kingdom of Messiah’s blessings. “Tell me what to do.” Here’s what to do: trust that Romans 1-11 is true and live accordingly. To the extent you believe a proposition is true, you will live accordingly. The more believers trust God’s Word, the more the gospel culture grows in the congregation.
As an example, Paul has been uncomfortably clear that God is utterly sovereign in all things. There is nothing he has not decreed for his own glory and no situation in which I may find myself that he has not ordained as a means for me to see more of Christ, depend more upon Christ, and to glorify Christ. Moreover, he has told us God is not merely sovereign but completely and perfectly loving. God is not disinterested in me or angry at me and the proof is in Christ’s death for me.
So if I trust those propositions are true, when someone hurts me (intentionally or unintentionally) then I can rest in the will of God, overlook the offense, and see this as an opportunity to glorify Jesus by exercising my freedom to love that person through the Spirit of Christ in me because Jesus loves me infinitely. If I trust God is sovereign and loves me infinitely, I have no right and no reason to live according to the self-centered thinking of the Old Adam.  To the extent you believe biblical truth is true, you will live accordingly.

How do I become always-trusting, full of joy and humility, totally God-focused and others focused? You die physically and enter into glory. Okay, that’s obvious. But tell me what to do NOW. Keep on being transformed by the mind of Christ; it takes your whole lifetime to give your whole life to Christ. That is NOT an excuse to keep on sinning; it is encouragement to keep on pursuing Christ.

It takes a lifetime of learning the Word, butting up against circumstances that oppose my own agenda, repenting and learning Jesus-dependence. AND, Paul is telling us in these final chapters, it takes the gifts of the Spirit poured out upon the whole congregation to instruct and encourage each other along the road to Mt Glory.
In these five verses, Paul will show that Christians need to know who they really are in Christ, where they really belong in Christ, and what they are really for in Christ.
I. SELF VS. SAVIOR (12:3)
A. Mercy-Driven Life (1-2)
1. Remember that Paul told us in Romans 8 that it is God’s great passion to re-make his people into the image of the Lord Jesus Christ. If you are trusting into Christ, God IS doing that. 
2. All that Paul goes on to say in the rest of Romans are simply outworkings of that principle of gospel transformation.  If only we would grasp that truth – that the purpose of God sovereign working in my life is to make me increasingly Christ-like.
3. If in my self-examination that was the primary thing I trusted – not the question of my performance but the promise of transformation by the truth of the gospel – how fearless and selfless my Christian walk might be.

4. Paul has told us a sacrificial life is not motivated by being afraid of God – fear of offending God, fear of losing my brownie points with God, fear of not making the cut at a final judgment, fear of others’ opinions.

5. If being afraid were the motivation for sacrifice, one of two things would happen: either burnout (because fear is very draining and you can never know if you’ve performed enough), or denial because fearful repentance is not a joy but an admission of sinning “too much” and earning reprisals from an angry god, leading us to rationalizing and blaming others. 
6. Fear-based motivation makes it difficult to endure the hard training of the Christian life; the fear-driven believer thinks God is punishing her, or that he has finally sinned too much and God has abandoned him.
  

7. But in the gospel culture, the sacrificial life is motivated by the mercies of God (12:1). We live a mercy-driven life. As our mind is renewed and our affections are drawn into Christ, our lives are transformed and we discover increasingly how joyous it is to live at the center of the will of God rather than according to the give-to-get fashions of our age.

B. Humility and High-mindedness (3)
1. In verse 3, Paul tells us we need to know who we are in Christ. “For by the grace given to me I say to everyone among you not to think of himself more highly than he ought to think, but to think with sober judgment, each according to the measure of faith that God has assigned.”
2. If we live according to what we trust, then what are we to trust as truth about ourselves? This is so fundamental to a gospel culture that Paul stresses his apostolic authority before he delivers his command about ego: “by the grace given to me” as an apostle, “I say to everyone….”
3. Proverbs 27:7 says, “as a man calculates within his soul, so he is.”  Sit in any public place and listen to two people talking. You will hear one person talking about himself while another person waits to say something about himself. And on, and on it goes. How we talk reveals how we think, and how often we think about ourselves. 
4. Paul uses a form of the verb think (or minded) 4 times in this one sentence as clever word-play to emphasize his point. A more literal translation could read, “…not to be high-minded above that which he ought to be minded, but to be so minded as to be sensibly-minded….”
 That verb “to mind” (φρονεῖν) was used in ancient wills as a testament that the will-maker was thinking clearly.

5. So in a gospel culture, the believer conducts herself with humility, but not with false humility. Being arrogant or speaking disparagingly about yourself are two sides of the coin of self-centeredness – one side looks at self with enraptured pleasure, the other side looks at self with envy of others’ abilities and possessions.
6. We are to think of ourselves “according to the measure of faith that God has assigned.” Most people tend to think Paul means our self-opinion is governed by the amount of faith we have. But the word measure means a “standard” not an amount. Think of yourself according to the doctrines of Romans 1-11.
7. All believers have been given saving faith in Christ crucified; and that is how you are to measure yourselves. That means we need first of all to realize that we are all the same. Regardless of our background, abilities, spiritual gifts, etc., we are all saved into Christ. God loves us equally in Christ.

8. The gospel prevents us thinking more highly of ourselves than we ought— we are sinners, and all our efforts earn only judgment, and we are saved entirely by the mercies of God. And the gospel prevents us thinking in a more lowly way than we ought— we are saved sinners, and we are loved and valued in the gaze of the only One whose opinion ultimately matters.
9. So in the gospel culture, worldly fashion is of no importance. The fundamental thing I need to know about me, the measure/standard of faith, is that I am IN CHRIST. I died to sin in him; I was resurrected to new life in him; I am seated in heaven in him; and I stand in his grace alone.
10. Any shame I have, Jesus has removed already. And glory I receive is his glory because all the good I do is only that which he does through me. That is the measure, the standard, by which I am to think of myself.
II. SELVES IN SERVICE (12:4-8)
A. One Body (4-5)
1. In a gospel culture, we know we are no longer members of Adam’s family. We share a new identity in a new family head and not one single one of us is MORE a member of Jesus Christ than any other.
2. Remember last week that Paul gave us a “passive command” to be transformed (not to transform ourselves). How can we be commanded to DO something that needs to be DONE TO us? Because it’s the power of the Spirit at work through the gospel renewing our mind – flushing out the mind of Adam with the mind of Christ.
3. We begin to learn about ourselves in a way that is taken up with the Lord Jesus Christ and his glory. In that freedom of self-forgetfulness, we are more and more released from thinking falsely about ourselves and we become freer and freer to serve others with the gifts the Spirit of God gives to us.

4. So, says the apostle, “4 For as in one body we have many members, and the members do not all have the same function, 5 so we, though many, are one body in Christ, and individually members one of another.”
5. Paul doesn’t command us to hang around a congregation for a few years so that maybe you’ll BECOME part of that body; he says you ARE part of the one body of Christ.
6. Paul is quite fond of the picture of a human body as the Church.  He uses it several times.
 This passage in Romans 12 is perhaps is most simple reference. He goes into more detail in 1 Cor. 12:17-22
If the body was all eye, how could it hear? If all ear, how could it smell? As it is, we see that God has carefully placed each part of the body right where he wanted it. But I also want you to think about how this keeps your significance from getting blown up into self-importance. … No part is important on its own. Can you imagine Eye telling Hand, “Get lost; I don’t need you”? Or, Head telling Foot, “You’re fired; your job has been phased out”? As a matter of fact, in practice it works the other way—the “lower” the part, the more basic, and therefore necessary.

7. In other words, we are part of one body but we are all different, not clones. We all have distinct personalities, temperaments, backgrounds, sensitivities, and abilities that equip each of us to perform the good works God prepared beforehand for each of us to do according to God’s sovereign good pleasure (Eph. 2:10). “God has deliberately ordered his church as he has ordered the human body, to be inter-dependent and so that we belong to each other (Romans 12: 5).”

8. Because we belong to the body, we are NOT our own; we belong to Christ who demands that we serve his brothers and sisters and our neighbors. And what Jesus commands, Jesus enables by his Spirit through his Word as he sovereignly transforms us.
9. That transforms the way we think about each other, doesn’t it? It transforms the way we think about church and about worship. Worship is the place where God serves me so that I can serve others. God is not transforming you so that you can be a better, happier you earning more approval and blessings from God and gaining a “winning walk.”
10. God is transforming you and me in order that we can glorify HIM by serving others! That is what a gospel culture is all about. It’s not about my climbing the ladder to a newer better me; it’s about the Limbo: how low can you go?
11. Dear hearts, you have no right to say about another brother or sister in this congregation into which Jesus has placed you and me that you do not belong to this or that person. 
12. You don’t have the right to pick and choose fellow Christians you will serve because you belong to Christ and to his congregation. You have to give yourself to others because you don’t belong to yourself. Jesus bought you with his blood and gave you to his brothers and sisters.

13. And there’s the problem, isn’t it? If we really give ourselves away to others, they might discover our weaknesses; they might find the cracks in our armor and that would weaken the power of our carefully-built personal kingdoms – all because the Old Adam is convinced that I belong to myself.
B. Different Gifts (6-8)
1. You can be very outgoing and still not give yourself away. By being outgoing and taking control of the room, it’s possible you’re simply dominating the crowd and setting your agenda.  That’s a very dangerous-but-all-too-common defense mechanism for preachers, teachers, and worship leaders.
2. Christ gives each and every believer various gifts so that we can serve one another. The Spirit prompts us to use our gifts and, as we use them, he teaches us increasingly that we really don’t belong to ourselves. You really can’t serve others with your gifts unless you’re willing (to some extent) to drop your guard and be real.
3. So we have this brief list of different gifts Jesus gives to the church: “6 Having gifts that differ according to the grace given to us, let us use them: if prophecy, in proportion to our faith; 7 if service, in our serving; the one who teaches, in his teaching; 8 the one who exhorts, in his exhortation; the one who contributes, in generosity; the one who leads, with zeal; the one who does acts of mercy, with cheerfulness.”
4. The sad thing about the state of evangelicalism in the self-oriented West is that we define “sanctification” as our achieving great victories in behavior modification. But do you know what sanctification really means?
5. In biblical language, to sanctify an object or a person is to set that object or person apart for use by God. That is what you have been re-created in Christ to do. If your are in Christ, you are being sanctified for others, not for yourself.
6. Who are you? You are a sinner loved by Christ. Where do you belong? You belong in a congregation of Christ and TO a congregation of Christ. What are you here for? You are here to be served by God in worship so that you can serve others with the gifts Jesus gives you for use – all gifts of service, none gifts of status.
7. Paul lists gifts that fit into three basic categories: speaking (prophecy
, teaching, exhorting/encouraging, and knowledge); leading (government, administration, and wisdom); helping (giving, mercy, hospitality, languages and interpretation, and healing). 
8. The list here in Romans 12, like his lists in 1 Cor. 12:8-10, 28 or Eph. 4:11, is not complete. You’ll notice I’ve included some of the gifts found in other lists so you have a broader idea of what serving others looks like.
9. Speaking gifts are to be used according to [κατὰ τὴν ἀναλογίαν -the standard of] the faith (6). That’s why the elders must approve of who teaches. That’s why we train our officer candidates. Elders study to become elders (sometimes for several years). They take a very detailed written and oral theology exam to prove they know the standard of the faith.
10. But the bottom line for all the other gifts Paul lists is that we are to use them (12:6) and “do them to the fullest extent” (12:8) for the people of God. Each of us has received one or more of these gifts; and each and every gift we have received has been sovereignly given by Christ to his congregation.
11. The gifts you have are not yours; the gifts belong to the body of Christ for the body of Christ so that we can learn how much we need one another. We give with generosity; we lead with zeal; we pour out mercy with cheerfulness. That is what a gospel culture looks like.
Maybe you wonder where you are supposed to fit in this list of ways to serve people. May I suggest you look around and see the things to which you are sensitive? Does it bother you someone is not being cared for? Then care for them with cheerful mercy. Does it seem to you that something is disorganized? Then organize it. Are you burdened over someone’s poverty? Contribute to the deacon’s fund for that person. 
Paul isn’t listing positions or titles. He’s listing daily activities. How do I find my gifting? It’s very simple, really. You just give yourself away to someone in need. You do what you can. Isn’t that how Jesus defended the woman of bad reputation who poured perfume on his feet? “She did what she could” (Mk. 14:8). When you see a need and meet it, you discover your gifts as you build the culture of the gospel in the congregation to which Jesus has given you. You don’t need to read a book or a manual on spiritual gifts; just serve where you see a need. Just do it. 
If you’re still not sure what to do, ask the deacons. Their gifting is service and their duty is to help you find a way to serve. Because it’s part of their gifting and their duty, it’s also part of their joy to do what they are gifted to do. And you will discover, as you begin to be truly sanctified (as scripture defines it), you will find joy in belonging to others and serving them.
Imagine what it must look like to visitors to have walked into the Roman church and seen people who dressed differently from each other, ate different diets, had different ideas about politics, culture, worship preferences, and social statuses – some were rich, some poor, some slaves, some free, some from the ruling class – and yet they all belonged to one another so completely one could observe a senator serving a slave.
What an utterly different place from the fashions of the age! What the Lord commands, the Lord provides. That’s the kind of culture Messiah Jesus is building here in his congregation as he serves you with his word and his sacraments so that you can serve your neighbor. It is God’s great passion to do that! Is it your passion as well?
And he who was seated on the throne said, “Behold, I am making all things new” (Rev. 21:5).
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