Greatest Hits: Romans 12:1-2
Pastor Mike Stern
Main Idea: Worship is a whole-person experience
Purpose:

To get people to reflect on their transformation in Christ

Passage:

Romans 12:1-2

Series Introduction

I love asking this question: What is one of the first three albums that you ever owned?
One of the first for me was Queen’s Greatest Hits. I had
it on cassette, and I listened to that album so much! I
listened on my Walkman while I did my paper route; I
listened in the car whenever my mom would let me. I
would listen at home in my room.
As I listened, I would look at the cassette jacket, and
there were printed lyrics and pictures. The physical,
bodily aspect of that helped to solidify the rest of the
experience of the album. I would think about the lyrics
and the music would—and still does—elicit certain
feelings and emotions for me. Much more so than I do
for albums now, I knew each song and the order that they were on the album.
These were some of Queen’s greatest songs—well, kind of, because they had a couple
other greatest hits albums later on. But this one had some of their most memorable, most
well-known hits, like:
Killer Queen

We Are the Champions

Bohemian Rhapsody

We Will Rock You

You’re My Best Friend

Another One Bites the Dust

Somebody to Love

And one of my favorites: Don’t Stop Me Now

All of that music is embedded in me in some way. It’s a part of my story and it’s tied to
some really core memories of my childhood. I memorized all the songs, but I never had to
work at it—I just listened to it so stinkin’ much that the music became a part of who I was.
I’m willing to bet there are some albums or songs in your life that have done something
similar for you.
For many of you, there are probably some passages of the Bible that are like that as well.
Passages that have had a big impact on you personally. Those that the Spirit of God used
to speak to you at a time in your life when you needed it most. Passages that you didn’t
even have to work at remembering, but somehow you still just know them, and they’ve
become engrained in you.

For the rest of the summer here we’re going to be in a series called Greatest Hits: The
Bible on Repeat. There’s a lot in the Bible, and for those who aren’t overly familiar with the
overarching story, it can feel a bit daunting to start reading. Where do we start? What are
some important passages? Throughout this series, we’ll explore passages that have long
been considered some of the most important formational texts in scripture. These are
some of the passages that we should hold close to our hearts and even take the time to
memorize in our lifetimes so that they are imbedded in us.
All of scripture is important. Paul wrote,
Every scripture is inspired by God and useful for teaching, for reproof, for
correction, and for training in righteousness, that the person dedicated to God
may be capable and equipped for every good work.” (2 Timothy 3:16-17)
But there are certain passages that have just stood out to people for millennia. We’re only
going to cover 7-8 passages in this series, so, just like Queen’s Greatest Hits, we aren’t
capturing all of the best, but hopefully this series will be one that will encourage you as
you look at these important passages, especially if you’re new to the Bible.
I hope also that this series will encourage you to memorize scripture. In Psalm 119 it says, I
have treasured your word in my heart so that I may not sin against you. (Psalm 119:11, NIV)
The more we have this treasure stored deep within us, the more
formational it is in our lives. You may even want to try to memorize the
passages that we’re going over each week. We’re going to start off
easy today with just a couple of verses.
And you might also want to check out a book that I’ve been reading
lately called Scripture by Heart that just has short devotional readings
with practices on how to memorize scripture.
Romans 12

Okay, so let’s get started now with our first passage from Romans,
chapter 12.
Therefore I exhort you, brothers and sisters, by the mercies of God, to present your
bodies as a sacrifice—alive, holy, and pleasing to God—which is your reasonable
service. Do not be conformed to this present world, but be transformed by the
renewing of your mind, so that you may test and approve what is the will of God—
what is good and well-pleasing and perfect.” (Romans 12:1-2, NET)
The first thing you’ve got to notice with this passage is that it’s not at the beginning of
Paul’s letter to the Romans; we’re in chapter 12 and it starts out with the word “therefore”,
which means it’s connected to what came before it. And not just connected to the
sentence before it, but it’s connected to everything in the letter up to this point, all of
chapters 1-11. So, let’s read through those chapters really quick… ;^)

If you’ve never read the book of Romans before, or maybe it’s been a long time, I’d
encourage you to pick it up this week and read through it. It won’t take you too long—you
could probably read through the whole thing in an hour. It’s worth your time.
Paul is writing to the Roman church for a variety of reasons. He says that he’s been
preaching the gospel of Jesus Christ in order to make the gentiles (non-Jews) an
acceptable, sanctified offering to God. But now he wants to go to Spain to preach the
gospel and stop in Rome along the way in order to be encouraged and resourced by the
Roman church before reaching Spain. So, one of his purposes is to tell them of his trip and
to grease the wheels a bit for them to help him along his way to Spain.
But another purpose seems to be to address difficulties in the Roman church. And at the
same time, he’s also laying out how the Jews and gentiles are now the people of God
together through Jesus.
Up to this point in the letter, Paul has been writing about what is:
- what is the gospel
- who is God
- what is his righteousness
- what is the nature of salvation
- who is included in that salvation
Chapter 12 marks a transition from what is to what ought to be.
- what our response should be based on the gospel of Jesus Christ
- how we live as the church, the body of Jesus
- how the gospel transforms us from the inside out
So, our two little verses here are important. They are the hinge. Because of everything
written so far (chapters 1-11)—the mercies of God—the result should be a life that looks
quite a bit different (chapters 12-16), but that’s going to happen when we respond to God
and to His gospel (sacrifice) and let Him transform us from the inside out (renewal). That’s
what we see in these verses: we respond to God through the gospel and then He
transforms us, He renews us so that we can be who we were created to be. This isn’t just
some weird esoteric religious thing—this is fundamental to our humanity—to be renewed
into who we were created to be.
And
-

this passage has a lot to do with fundamental aspects of our humanity. We’re told to:
present our bodies as a sacrifice
be transformed by the renewing of our minds
and to test and approve what is the will of God

Our bodies, our minds, our wills are all core to who we are.

Many of you have probably heard of Dallas Willard. People
always used to tell me how great Dallas Willard was, but it took
me a while before I finally picked up one of his books. But
eventually I did, and the first book that I read of Willard’s was
Renovation of the Heart, and it had a significant impact on me.
I’ve read it and reread it and many portions of it several times
since, along with several other books by Willard.
Willard was an exemplary follower of Jesus and also a
philosopher professionally. He was the head of the philosophy
department at UCLA, so he thought a lot about the nature of
humanity from a biblical and a philosophical perspective.
In Renovation of the Heart, he says that the fundamental aspects
of a person are
- their mind (thoughts and feelings)
- their body (in space and time)
- their heart (will and decisions)
- their social relations (interactions with others)
- and their soul (all those things combined)
You can see how the top three on the list, which make up an individual, relate to our
passage today: mind, body, and will—fundamental aspects of who we are. The gospel has
an impact on our whole being. It affects all of who we are—not just a part of our lives; not
just a “spiritual” aspect of our lives—but our whole person in all aspects of our lives.
That’s what it is to worship God. Now, as much as I love Seth and our worship team, what
they do in leading us in songs—what we typically call worship—is one of the ways that we
offer ourselves to God, but what we see in our passage today is that worship is a wholeperson experience in all aspects of our lives.
And it’s our whole being that needs to be impacted by the gospel, that needs to be
transformed by God. The body, mind, and will are mentioned in the first chapter of
Romans, but they’re mentioned in a much different light, and it’s not positive. It has to do
with how Paul is getting us to the point of transformation in chapter 12. So, chapter 12 is
very connected to chapter 1.
Chapters 1-3 – the state of humankind apart from God
Chapters 3-4 – the righteousness of God in salvation
Chapters 5-8 – freedom through God’s grace
Chapter 9-11 – the open invitation of the gospel
So, Paul’s working his way toward a positive outcome, but he starts out with what’s not
going well. He talks about the wrath of God in light of the unrighteousness of humankind.
And in the process of talking about how humanity has collectively rejected God, he says,
“Therefore God gave them over in the desires of their hearts to impurity, to dishonor
their bodies among themselves.” (Romans 1:24) And then a few verses later, he writes,
“And just as they did not see fit to acknowledge God, God gave them over to a depraved
mind, to do what should not be done.” (Romans 1:28)

So, in chapter one, we start out with:
- the impure desires of our hearts (that relates to our wills)
- dishonored bodies
- and depraved minds
How’s that picture? Impure desires, dishonored bodies, and depraved minds—that’s life
apart from God. And before you look at people outside the church, out in the world—Paul
is writing about all of humanity—he’s including you and me in that. And he makes it clear
in the passages between chapter 1 and chapter 12, that the only reason why people cannot
be like that is the righteousness of God and the grace of God through Jesus.
That’s why Paul says,
Therefore you are without excuse, whoever you are, when you judge someone
else. For on whatever grounds you judge another, you condemn yourself,
because you who judge practice the same things. (Romans 2:1)
So, we’re all in need of transformation—and the aspects of that transformation take place
in our bodies, in our minds, and in our wills. Let’s look at each one of those just a little bit.
Body

We are to “present your bodies as a sacrifice—alive, holy, and pleasing to God—which is
your reasonable service.” (Romans 12:1)
What do you think it means to “present your bodies as a sacrifice”?
You’ve got to wonder how the church in Rome received this message. If they were
coming from a Greek philosophical perspective, they may have viewed the body in
relation to Platonic thought--in relation to Plato, who didn’t view the body as a core
aspect of our humanity. When the body dies, the body is gone—the person is the soul and
that lives on forever. The body wasn’t something to present to God, it was something to
be tolerated and satisfied while it was necessary. Plato said, “sōma sēma estin”—the body
is a tomb. It’s the prison of the soul.
Maybe you feel that way. It’s a common notion even today—in fact, maybe even more so
today—to want to divorce ourselves from our bodies and to view our true selves as
something internal. John Stott points out that even in Christian language, we tend to want
to offer our hearts to God rather than offering our bodies to God.
Paul actually writes earlier in Romans, “Who will rescue me from this body of death?”
(Romans 7:24) But he doesn’t leave it at that—he views the body as something to be
redeemed, to be used for righteousness, and to be resurrected—like Jesus—so that we
always have it. It’s not going away. It’s not evil or bad or unnecessary. Many of us hate our
bodies for a number of reasons, but God loves your body and asks that you present it, you
offer it, to Him.
The flip side of hating our bodies, is that some of us idolize our bodies, and invest way
more into our bodies than other aspects of ourselves, like renewing our minds and wills.
That too is something that needs to be offered and presented to God.

If we’re not presenting our bodies to God, to what or whom are we presenting them?
Earlier in Romans, Paul writes,
Therefore do not let sin reign in your mortal body so that you obey its
desires, and do not present your members to sin as instruments to be used
for unrighteousness, but present yourselves to God as those who are alive
from the dead and your members to God as instruments to be used for
righteousness. For sin will have no mastery over you, because you are not
under law but under grace.” (Romans 6:12-14)
This sounds a lot like our passage in chapter 12. In fact, it’s the same word for “present” in
both passages. Don’t present your bodies to sin but present your bodies to God as a
sacrifice. You’re going to present your bodies to something. As someone who knows and
has experienced the mercies of God; as someone who knows of God’s righteousness and
grace through Jesus, we should present our bodies to God to be used for righteousness—
alive (active), holy (set apart), and pleasing to God.
John Stott wrote, No worship is pleasing to God which is purely inward, abstract and
mystical; it must express itself in concrete acts of service performed by our bodies.
In other words, our faith isn’t just internal, connected to our thoughts and feelings, but it
must be lived out daily.
Those two are related—the internal and external—and they inform each other because
they are each core aspects of who we are as people, and worship needs to encompass all
aspects of our lives.
In Renovation of the Heart, Willard wrote, Spiritual formation is also and essentially a
bodily process. It cannot succeed unless the body is also transformed.
Mind

So, our bodies need to be engaged in our worship and in our transformation. But if only
our bodies are engaged—if what we’re doing is merely external—then we’ve got a
problem there too.
Let’s look at verse two:
Do not be conformed to this present world, but be transformed by the
renewing of your mind, so that you may test and approve what is the will of
God—what is good and well-pleasing and perfect.” (Romans 12:2)
Remember from chapter one that the mind was “depraved”. Here it’s being renewed. It’s
going from being conformed to this present world (or literally, “this age”) to be
transformed into alignment with God’s will. This present world, or this age, relates back to
chapters 1-3 in Romans. That description of humanity turned away from God is “this age”
that we don’t want to be like. It’s not what we were created to be like.
What we were created to be like is the image of God. We turned away from that, which
means we aren’t living as the image of God. So, God sent Jesus, the true image of God.

Now we are being transformed back to the image of God, which is to be transformed into
the image of Jesus.
The word for transformed is only used in a few other spots in the New Testament. Two of
them are from the gospels where Jesus is “transfigured” or “transformed” in front of Peter,
James, and John, and it says that His face shone like the sun, and his clothes became
white as light. (Matthew 17:2) It’s what we might describe as glory.
The other place the word is used is in Paul’s second letter to the Corinthian church.
And we all, with unveiled faces reflecting the glory of the Lord, are being
transformed into the same image from one degree of glory to another, which
is from the Lord, who is the Spirit. (12 Corinthians 3:18)
What we are being transformed into is something glorious. But it’s not our glory—it’s the
glory of Jesus. We’re trading up when we don’t conform to the image of this age but are
transformed into the likeness of Jesus.
G.K. Beale wrote in this really great book, We Become What We Worship,
At the core of our beings, we are imaging creatures. It is not possible to be
neutral on this issue: we either reflect the Creator or something in creation.
We tend to reflect something. In other words, you’re unoriginal. The question is: What are
you reflecting? In what ways are you reflecting this world, this age? And in what ways are
you reflecting Jesus and His kingdom and His will?
The hard part about answering these questions is that it’s not completely up to us.
Transformed is a passive verb—it’s something that happens to us. But it doesn’t happen to
us without our participation. And I think that that participation comes in with the
renewing of the mind.
How do we renew our minds?
Our minds are renewed primarily through the Spirit of God and through the Word of God.
For those who live according to the flesh have their minds set on the things of
the flesh, but those who live according to the Spirit have their minds set on
the things of the Spirit. (Romans 8:5, CSB)
The Spirit of God sets our minds on the things of God when we are open to the Spirit
doing that in our lives. The Holy Spirit is in you, working in your life to sanctify you—to set
you apart for God—to continually transform you. We can help that work of the Spirit by
creating space in our lives where God has our attention, and we’re open to saying yes to
the Spirit when prompted.
We also renew our minds through the Word of God, which is at the heart of this whole
series—meditating and memorizing some key formational (transformational) texts in the
Bible. Meditating on these texts while allowing the Holy Spirit to work in your life is that
process of renewing your mind.

Will

As our minds are renewed, we’re able to test and approve what is the will of God, and as
our bodies are offered to God, we’re able to live out the will of God. So, this brings us to
the last core aspect of our humanity—our wills.
When I was a little kid, like around the age of four and five, some of my favorite toys were
Transformers, like this old Optimus Prime. Anytime I was able to get a new toy, it was
going to be a Transformer. Of course, the cool thing about Transformers was that they
would transform—they would change from a robot figure with arms and legs to a vehicle
of some sort, like a truck or a jet or a car, or in the case of Dinobots, they would transform
into a dinosaur—I had lots of Dinobots too. And of course, there were good guys (the
Autobots) and bad guys (the Decepticons).

Whenever I would get a new Transformer, I would refuse to look at the instructions for
how to transform it from one thing to the next. I always wanted to figure it out on my
own—and some of them could get pretty tricky for a five-year old. How does each part
twist or turn or bend or fold or tuck, and in what order does it all need to happen? And
out of the box there were always pieces that needed to be connected and stickers that
needed to be added. There were clear instructions for the Transformer that I just ignored.
I liked to figure it out on my own.
In our own process of transformation, as we’re looking to test and approve what is the will
of God, there’s a lot of having to figure it out on our own. God is with us in that process—
and we have the instruction of God in the Bible—but the Bible doesn’t tell us every aspect
of what is right or wrong, or how to make every decision in our life, or how to respond in
every circumstance.
That’s what it means to “test and approve” the will of God. It’s not to approve what is
already clearly stated as the will of God in scripture. We don’t really have any authority to
approve or disapprove of that.
It’s about all the other situations in your life where the Bible doesn’t give you a clear
direction. Where you have to test and approve what is the will of God in this situation.
What is good, and pleasing, and perfect? Which sounds like a lot of pressure to me! But
we need to keep in our minds that we’re in a process of transformation—we are not
transformed—and there isn’t always a perfect solution in every situation.

One of the verses that I’ve memorized helps me when thinking about this. It comes from
the Psalms: I will instruct you and show you the way to go; with my eye on you, I will give
counsel. (Psalm 32:8) The whole psalm is really beautiful.
A friend of mine said to me recently when I asked him if he liked a certain thing, “I’m
interested in being interested.” Which means he’s not really interested in that thing.
The result of our transformation and the renewing of our mind is that our will (our wants
and desires) is in line with God’s will (His wants and desires). A lot of the time, we
probably feel like my friend—I want to want the things of God, but I don’t know if I actually
have the same wants right now.
Willard says of the human will, It is a rich field for the play of good or of evil.
May God continue to renew us so that we can all look to what is good, and pleasing,
and perfect.
Conclusion

Our worship of God and our transformation in Christ by the Spirit is a whole-person
experience. It incorporates all of who we are: our bodies, minds, and hearts (or wills). It
also incorporates the social dimension of our being that Willard says is a core aspect of
our personhood. While we only looked at the first two verses of Romans 12, the whole rest
of the chapter deals with the transformation of our social dimensions. You should read it.
This transformation is preparing us for the age to come, but it is in process now. As we
prepare for the age to come, we are to not be conformed to this age. Or as one translator
of the Bible put it: Don’t let the world around you squeeze you into its own mold, but let
God re-mold your minds from within. (Romans 12:2, J.B. Phillips)
God’s grace is with you through that process, and God’s Spirit is with you making the
process happen. Trust in His grace.

