What in the World is God Doing?
Part 50: Sincere Love
Romans 12:9-13
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 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 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. 
9 Let love be genuine. Abhor what is evil; hold fast to what is good. 10 Love one another with brotherly affection. Outdo one another in showing honor. 11 Do not be slothful in zeal, be fervent in spirit, serve the Lord. 12 Rejoice in hope, be patient in tribulation, be constant in prayer. 13 Contribute to the needs of the saints and seek to show hospitality. 

In Romans 12, Paul cracks open big ol’ can of “Tell me what to do!” He sums up all “what to do” in 12:1-2 by telling us that the Christian life is a sacrificial life. In verses 3-8 he told us what we trust about ourselves will govern how we live in a gospel community. In verses 9-13, he will tell us what genuine love within the gospel culture looks like because love is the summary of all God will for his people.
We are to think about ourselves in light of the gospel Paul detailed in Romans 1-11. We are sinners deserving of nothing but eternal wrath redeemed through the infinite love of God in Christ Jesus. Every horrible thought, word, and deed you have ever had, said, or done (or will ever have, say, or do) was publically exposed at Calvary. But it was also there that the most wonderful thing of all was said about you: in spite of your sins you are loved by God securely and eternally; he has bought you out of the marketplace of sin and death through Christ’s blood. As our understanding and trust of those facts increases, so does our active gratitude.
We are to give up the illusion that we belong to ourselves and trust we belong to Jesus; and Jesus has given us away to his church. You do not belong to you. You belong to the people of this congregation (specifically) and to the whole professing Church (generally), a member of the body of Christ. Jesus didn’t buy you so that you could focus on you. He didn’t shed his blood for your “winning walk” or your “higher life.” He shed his blood to buy you and give you away to others. Sanctification is your being set apart for use by God for the good of others and his glory alone.
The gifts God the Spirit has given you are not for you. Your spiritual gifts belong to the congregation. “Tell me what to do!” Serve others with sacrificial humility. Teach according to the apostolic faith, not according to human preferences. Give generously. Lead zealously. Promiscuously pour out cheerful mercy (12:3-8). Your life is not about you; it’s about others.
And if your life is not about you but about others, then it stands to reason that the love Paul commends as the foundation of a gospel community is not ooshy-gooshy romantic love. It’s not the “lu-uh-uh-uh-ove” of Nashville’s writers’ row or some sappy Hollywood “chick flick” based upon a best-selling romance novel that draws you to idolize your own longings for validation from others. The love of which Paul writes is entirely different; it’s upside-down.
I. TRUE LOVE HATES (12:9-10)
A. Unhypocritical (9a)
1. This passage contains what many commentators call “three triplets of graces.”
 Paul gives us three broad commands under which he places three comments each.
2. The first exhortation structured as a triplet reads, “The genuine love: Abhor what is evil; hold fast to what is good 10 Love one another with brotherly affection. Outdo one another in showing honor.”
3. There is no verb in the opening three-word sentence in the Greek text. It simply reads, “The genuine (or, ‘unhypocricial’) love” – as if it is a title for the commands that follow.

4. There’s nothing improper with our English translation adding a verb to make it read like a command since Paul’s purpose in this section is to exhort God’s people to sincere biblical love.

5. John commands the same as Paul, “Little children, let us not love in word or talk, but in task and truth” (1 Jn. 3:18, trans. mine). John’s brief explanation of the “why” is simply a shorter version of Paul’s 11 chapters of gospel exposition: “he laid down his life for us, and we ought to lay down our lives for the brothers (1 Jn. 3:16).
B. Unwavering (9b)
1. In the second part of this triplet, Paul urges his readers to, “Abhor the evil; hold fast to the good” (trans. mine). Cleaving to the good is the ground for abhorring the evil.
2. For some professing Christians, it appears quite easy to hate what is evil but hard to love what is good. For others, it appears easy to love the good but harder to hate the evil.
3. We are tempted to think that the apostle is speaking exclusively of good and evil practices or good and evil people. But the apostle thinks in doctrinal terms because actions flow out of ideals.
4. The fact that he uses definite articles here (the evil … the good) may indicate Paul’s first concern is doctrinal – being transformed by the renewal of your mind (12:2) because we act according to what we love.
5. If I love ME, I will be drawn to teaching that focuses upon me and upon my felt needs, my self-improvement, my glory, and my best life now. But as I love Jesus more and more, I will focus on YOUR needs for Jesus’ glory.
6. God’s law is very clear on what every human being ought to be constantly doing. The real issue is the WHY; am I seeking to glorify God or am I seeking to glorify ME?

7. What is the evil I am to abhor, to hate with great passion? Anything that draws glory away from God is the evil. What is the good to which I am to cleave as husbands and wives are to leave their parents and cleave to one another? Anything that brings glory to Christ alone is the good.
8. Jesus’ lament over Jerusalem in Matt. 23 is a wonderful example of loving the good and hating the evil. Our Lord wept over the city that preferred its own ideas of glory and victory over the upside-down, unimpressive Messiah Jesus who longed to gather them under his wings. But because God hates the evil, the end result for those who rejected God’s glory (Jn. 1:14) was complete desolation (Matt. 23:38).

9. Praise be to God that his love of the good and his abhorrence of the evil met at Calvary and God’s wrath and desolation were poured out upon Messiah Jesus in place of those who, by grace, cling to Christ alone!
C. Unassuming (10)
1. The final part of this first triplet on genuine love is the exhortation to “10 Love one another with brotherly affection. Outdo one another in showing honor.” Our love should be unhypocritical and it should be directed most particularly toward the family of God.
2. Paul says in Gal. 6:10, “as we have opportunity, let us do good to everyone, and especially to those who are of the household of faith.” We are to love all Jesus-followers as members of our family.
3. Jesus illustrated this for us when, in Matt. 12:46-50, he answered people telling him his mother and brothers wanted to speak to him. “‘Who is my mother, and who are my brothers?’ 49 And stretching out his hand toward his disciples, he said, ‘Here are my mother and my brothers! 50 For whoever does the will of my Father in heaven is my brother and sister and mother.’” 

4. But unlike our earthly families, there is to be no sibling rivalry. We are not to squabble over honor and glory for ourselves. We are to outperform others by elevating them to a higher status (τῇ τιμῇ ἀλλήλους).
5. There is no “Yes, but…” to the unmerited, eternal grace of God. There is to be no “Yes, but…” to excuse you from humble, sincere love of your brothers and sisters in Christ Jesus. God’s law accepts NO excuses – ever.
6. The Lord Jesus loves his people; he shed his blood for each and every one of them. If he loves them in spite of their many sins, then so should you. In loving them, you share in Christ’s love.
  

II. LOVE SERVES (12:11,13)
A. Diligence (11a)
1. The next triplet of graces describes the attitude of wholehearted service, with the first being: 11 Do not be slothful in zeal…. 
2. Remember, all these commands are still in the context of the believer’s reasonable service (or spiritual worship as living sacrifices (12:1). Paul is detailing what the sacrificial life he has commanded looks like. These three details in verse 11 deal with diligence, fervency, and service.
3. The first detail warns us against laziness in our lives of service. We are to be in the business of glorifying God in our God-given vocations. You don’t have to find something “radical” to do. Just be zealous for God’s glory in whatever he puts before you to do. 
4. “So, whether you eat or drink, or whatever you do, do all to the glory of God” (1 Cor. 10:31)
B. Fervency (11b)
1. The second command of the second set of triples is: …be fervent in spirit…. 
2. The line can also be translated, be fervent in the Spirit (meaning the Holy Spirit).  Either way, the meaning is the same because all true fervency, like all other traits of Jesus, comes from the Spirit working in and through us.
3. You cannot actuate the Word of God in your heart by making fleshly “New Year’s resolutions.” But the Holy Spirit can and does actuate his Word in our hearts.

4. Jesus is in you. Thank him for his perfect fervency on your behalf. Repent of your sloth, and ask him to be fervent in you and for you. What God commands, God supplies in his way and in his good time.
5. The word fervent comes from a root meaning “boiling,” a divine enthusiasm that comes from God himself.
 And we are supplied by God through God’s Word.

6. Apollos is a great example. He was an eloquent preacher with deficient theology until Pricilla and Aquila took him in and taught him a more complete apostolic doctrine. Following his instruction, Luke described him as “fervent in spirit” (Acts 18:24 ff.).

7. The disciples on the road to Emmaus were utterly depressed over the events of Calvary until Jesus appeared and walked with them, opening up the Word. “27 And beginning with Moses and all the Prophets, he interpreted to them in all the Scriptures the things concerning himself” Lk. 24:27). 

8. They didn’t describe that event in terms of all the important doctrine they learned. They said, “Did not our hearts burn within us while he talked to us on the road, while he opened to us the Scriptures?” (Lk. 24:32). 
9. Do you want to boil and burn? Spend time with Jesus in his Word; renew your mind, as Paul says. We act according to what we trust.
C. Service (11c, 13)
1.  The final detail of this second triplet is: “…serve the Lord.” Why be diligent in zeal? Why be fervent? Consider the greatness of your enemy, the mere breath of your lifespan in which we are able to serve others for God, the life-and-death nature of the gospel we hold, and the Master for whom we work.
2. Humans love to be associated with the important and the famous. We love the idea of devoting our lives to things that matter, whether it’s raising children, or curing cancer, or serving our country.
3. But what matters for eternity is that you work for the Creator of the Universe! Not only that, but he loves you infinitely. He suffered and died and rose again for you! What could be a more important mission than serving others to glorify God?

4. Why did Paul pour himself out in ministry? Because, he said, Christ “loved me and gave himself for me” (Gal. 2:20).

5. And so Paul tells the Colossians, “17 And whatever you do, in word or deed, do everything in the name of the Lord Jesus, giving thanks to God the Father through him.   … 23 Whatever you do, work heartily, as for the Lord and not for men” (Col. 3:17, 23).

6. The more you are gripped by the greatness of God in his love for you, the more you will burn to share it with others by giving yourself away.
7. So, in v. 13 he lists another way (not part of the triplet of v. 11) in which to give yourself away: “13 Contribute to the needs of the saints and seek to show hospitality.”

8. It’s not rocket science. If you love Jesus you will have a growing passion to take care of God’s people any way you can. That’s what gospel culture looks like.

III. LOVE HOPES (12:12)

A. Rejoice (12a)
1. Verse 12 is the only-inward looking verse of the passage. It describes the hearts (not the hands) of a gospel culture. The final triplet is: joy, endurance, and prayer.
2. First, the gospel-trusting heart reflects the joy of freedom from slavery to the flesh, the Old Adam. “Rejoice in hope….” (12a). Joy comes from trusting the promises of God, which remind us we have an all-powerful Father and his divine sovereign decree of all things.
3. Paul wrote, “28 And we know that for those who love God all things work together for good, for those who are called according to his purpose. 29 For those whom he foreknew he also predestined to be conformed to the image of his Son, in order that he might be the firstborn among many brothers. 30 And those whom he predestined he also called, and those whom he called he also justified, and those whom he justified he also glorified” (8:28-30).

4. The gospel-believing heart trusts that it possesses the abiding presence of the Lord Jesus Christ who promised, “…behold, I am with you always, to the end of the age” (Matt. 28:20). It trusts Jesus’ promise of a heavenly home: “Let not your hearts be troubled. …I go to prepare a place for you? 3 And if I go and prepare a place for you, I will come again and will take you to myself, that where I am you may be also” (Jn. 14:1-3).
B. Patiently Endure (12b)
1. A trusting heart is joyful; and joy enables endurance. So Paul commands, “…be patient in tribulation” (12b).
2. How can we rejoice in our sufferings and endure? Because God the Spirit pours love into our hearts and testifies to us that the world’s hatred of Christ and Christians is simply a continuation of the Old Adam’s hatred.
3. Jesus promised, “18 If the world hates you, know that it has hated me before it hated you. 19 If you were of the world, the world would love you as its own; but because you are not of the world, but I chose you out of the world, therefore the world hates you” (Jn. 15:18-19).

4. In 5:2-5 Paul wrote, “2 Through him we have also obtained access by faith into this grace in which we stand, and we rejoice in hope of the glory of God. 3 Not only that, but we rejoice in our sufferings, knowing that suffering produces endurance, 4 and endurance produces character, and character produces hope, 5 and hope does not put us to shame, because God’s love has been poured into our hearts through the Holy Spirit who has been given to us.”

C. Pray (12c)
1. Finally, Paul tells us the gospel-trusting heart is “praying constantly” (12c). It is the logical way to conclude this final triplet on what the gospel-trusting heart looks like.
2. The gospel-trusting heart – nourished by God’s Word preached, prayed, sung, and portrayed in the sacraments – grows strong-but-humble in the gymnasium of persecution and struggles.
3. A gospel-trusting heart is a constantly-repenting, Jesus-dependent heart. As Word and Spirit convict me of my sins, I thank Jesus for his perfection and ask him to do through me what my flesh can never do: keep God’s Law for God’s glory – serving God by serving others.
4. My prayers don’t need to be long. They need not be gilded with poetry or King James English. But to be blissfully Jesus-dependent (as far as I can be as a simultaneous sinner and saint in this life), I must constantly acknowledge the helplessness of my flesh and the sufficiency of Christ in me, the hope of glory (Col. 1:27).

5. I must constantly acknowledge the truth of God’s good news in Christ Jesus; constantly thank him for it, so that I will constantly hope into it for my supply of sacrificial strength.

6. In the context of this passage on the Christian sacrifice, constant prayer is our supply line from God for the service of others; and NOT requests for God to bless MY agenda. 

What passes for Christianity in our modern age often looks so very little like these Pauline precepts to be Jesus-focused by being others-focused. If the gospel is mentioned at all, it is mostly as a gateway to me acquiring my personal dreams or earning more favor from the God who promises he is already and eternally pleased with me in Christ.
But Paul is teaching us how we have been set free in Christ Jesus from the slavery of “give-to-get” law. But we are not free so that we can please ourselves. We are set free to serve others, to place their honor above our own, to provide for their needs – all for the glory of God alone. We are set free to be living sacrifices.

Of course, you may not find yourself free from self-concern. Perhaps you are still stuck in the old life of your father, Adam. You are intent on doing good to earn brownie points from God and men. How’s that working out for you? Are you tired yet? Do you find such a life frustrating and exhausting yet? Are you worn out from trying to justify the things you do that you know, deep down, are wrong? How much time do you spend trying to scrub away the guilt? How often do you resolve to do better and try harder next time only to fail again?
We offer you something better this morning: FREEDOM that rests in Christ’s perfection, Christ’s work, and Christ’s peace. EVERYTHING God has commanded he has provided in Christ Jesus. “So if the Son sets you free, you will be free indeed” (Jn. 8:36) because, “It is for freedom that Christ has set us free.” So that you may, “Stand firm [in grace], then, and do not let yourselves be burdened again by a yoke of slavery” (Gal. 5:1).
It is yours for the asking.  Jesus promises, “Come to me, all who labor and are heavy laden, and I will give you rest. 29 Take my yoke upon you, and learn from me, for I am gentle and lowly in heart, and you will find rest for your souls. 30 For my yoke is easy, and my burden is light” (Matt. 11:28-30). 
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