Romans 12- 1-8 - Living Sacrifices

This morning | would like to reflect on our epistle reading from Paul’s letter to the church in
Rome. It should be very familiar; the central theme and essence of the passage is something we
say every Sunday; it forms the basis of the post communion prayer.

Almighty God, we thank you for feeding us with the body and blood of your Son Jesus
Christ. Through him we offer you our souls and bodies to be a living sacrifice. Send us out
in the power of your Spirit to live and work to your praise and glory.

Amen.

| wonder how much of it do we reflect on; how much do we take to heart? Maybe it is just a brief
interlude between receiving communion, waiting for the notices, before we leave and work out
what we are going to have for lunch. Maybe it’s so familiar that we don’t really think about it at
all; it is something we do by rote.

So, | want to spend some time exploring, thinking, internalising what it is saying and how that
affects how we live.

But before we think about what it is saying it is worth noting the tone of the language used. The
version we used for the service Paul is “appealing” to the people he is writing to. Other
translations use words like urge or plead. There is force to what he is saying. So, before we get to
consider any doctrine hear the urgency in his voice

“Brothers and sisters, itis out of my love for you and for God that | plead with you to now
live in this way...”

It then jumps right in and within a couple of verses we have sacrifice, worship and non-
conformity. Just some small concepts to unpack! In about 15 minutes!!

Maybe we don’t like the word sacrifice and we resist from offering ourselves to God because we
focus on what we will lose; our idea of sacrifice is a bit gory and always fatal, a bit more; Old
Testament. There is an anecdote attributed to the evangelist D L Moody

“The problem with living sacrifices is that they keep crawling off the altar”
So Why We Crawl Away

o Self-Preservation: When life gets uncomfortable or painful, our instincts kick in and we
take back what we surrendered.

e Routine Habits: People often yield during a crisis, but return to old behaviours once the
pressure drops.

e Desire for Control: Itis hard to let go of personal plans regarding money, time, or
relationships.

It is different here we are called to remember that the root of this word is the same as the word
“sacred.” Instead of thinking of a sacrifice as something we have to give up, or give away, or kill,
Paul invites us to recognize that true sacrifice means setting apart something as sacred or holy.
The thing we are to set apart/ make holy is ourselves, our whole selves.

What do we understand to be worship? The old English word is “Worthship” so giving God his
worth. It is more than turning up for the service on a Sunday morning, although that is part of it.



Itis our response to God’s holiness and grace. It is with a true and sincere heart serving others
and honouring God in the everyday tasks that we do. A couple of quotes might help.

C.S. Lewis: "Worship is not just an expression of emotion; it is an absolute humbling of the self
before the majesty of God."

William Temple: "Worship is the submission of all our nature to God. It is the quickening of
conscience by His holiness, the nourishment of mind with His truth."

So having rethought our understanding of sacrifice and having an inkling of what worship is all
about.

How can we, as devoted followers of Jesus, live sacred, set apart lives, while still staying
connected to the world in which we live? How do we live in the world without being
assimilated by the world? How can the way we live our lives be so full of joy and peace,
so different from worldly living, that our lives attract others to Jesus?

Paul reminds us that a Christian’s transformation requires an entire mindset change. We have to
start thinking differently in order to grow into our new identities as children of God. We have to
get our minds right, and that means getting our hearts in the right place.

So that’s when we move on from the first two verses and into the rest of the passage we read.
And the first thing we come across is a call to humility.

“For by the grace given to me | say to everyone among you not to think of yourself more highly
than you ought to think, but to think with sober judgement, each according to the measure of
faith that God has assigned.”

This is a straightforward warning against pride. We are not better than anyone else. It is not
about privilege butitis more about responsibility. We change our thinking from being self-
centred to being God centred. But it is not just pride it can be the opposite.

| am currently reading a book called Seeing in the Dark by Christopher Chapman and there is a
really good chapter called “Out of the Land of the Slave Drivers”. He references and talks
about Ignatian spirituality; the consolation and desolation — our direction of travel; are our
thoughts life giving or life denying; are they towards God or away from God; are we awake; are
we driven or are we free?

He then has a section entitled “knowing our vulnerability” and that each of us will be vulnerable
in different places, perhaps echoing places from within our story where we were taught to fear
and to disown who we are. How this can be destructive and a struggle and if we keep this to
ourselves it becomes paralysing. He concludes that section of his book by saying often we only
begin to accept ourselves through acceptance of another. Through sharing we move into a
healthier and truer perspective and that God can start to work with again.

The next thing we come across is community.

Notice, going back briefly to verse one with Paul saying: “present your bodies as a living
sacrifice.” Bodies, plural. This kind of being set-apart, living holy lives needs to happen in
community. None of us can be the Body of Christ by ourselves.



Each part of the body is hecessary to the whole, and we are connected to one another through
Christ, though our functions may be quite different from one another. | think we can say that we
can believe in things on our own/in isolation but we can only be true disciples when we are in
community, when we are in relationship with each other. Faith is not a private matter. This is
why, when we celebrate Communion together, we say, at the Breaking of the Bread

The President says - We break this bread to share in the body of Christ.

We all respond - Though we are many, we are one body, because we all share in one bread

Is that what those around us see that we are one with Christ, one with each other, and one in our
service, our ministry to them? Are we as we claim when we celebrate Communion together?

Our part in the body connects us to all the other parts of Christ’s body, the church here. We
depend on one another to make the body of Christ function as it should. It takes all of us to be
the Body of Christ, and each of us has a distinct place within that body, based on the gifts we’ve
been given.

And so, we come to the gifts. The gifts we bring, the parts we play in the church’s work, are all
different. There are only seven listed in today’s reading but if you look in Corinthians, Ephesians
and 1 Peter you will find more. | don’t think the lists are meant to be exhaustive but to illustrate
the diversity needed when we work together to build the kingdom of God.

These are not secret gifts, to be hidden away. They are made evident as they are used. They are
made stronger as they are exercised.

These spiritual gifts are not only to be used for the benefit of others, however. They contribute to
our own spiritual growth, too. Using our gifts draws us more closely into Christ-likeness,
transforming each of us into what God created us to be.

When Paul says, “use your gifts to equip the saints for every good work,” we must realize that we
who have received these gifts are those saints being equipped for ministry. And equipping
ourselves for ministry takes dedication.

You can’t be a half-hearted follower of Christ. Tom wright in his commentary Paul for everyone
says this

“You can’t just play at it when you ‘feel like it.’ Christian service isn’t a hobby, though people
sometimes think of it like that; it’s a divine calling, and if that calling is to make cups of coffee
after church, that needs to be done with energy, care and flair.”

I’ve stood here on a previous occasion and spoken about having the mind of Christ and how
difficult it is to know that. Maybe that’s where we get stuck is that we don’t have the level of
relationships for the Holy Spirit to work fully.

| wonder what sacrifice, community and use of gifts would look like if | listened to and acted on
that urging/pleading and lived differently and surrendered more.

Maybe some homework to do over the next week.



Find someone you trust pair up and meet privately to talk honestly and confidentially about how
you are doing in your areas of vulnerability, self-control, self-development, self-care and self-
giving. Then commit to pray for one another and encourage one another.

Amen



