
Renewing Your Mind
Romans 12:2

Few people have had as much good influence upon the 
Christian church in this country in the past 50 years as R.C. 
Sproul.  What began in 1971 as a modest teaching ministry in the 
small, western Pennsylvania town of Ligonier became 
internationally known and unmistakably linked to the rise in 
stature and reputation of R.C. Sproul.  In God’s providence, 
Sproul was especially equipped to take full advantage of the book 
publishing boon in the evangelical world that began in the 70s as 
well as the availability of recorded videos, and then to utilize all 
the good benefits that the internet would have to offer beginning 
in the 90s.  And for those of you under 35 who don’t know 
anything of a world without the internet, it is not quite 30 years old 
in terms of its popular, widespread usage.  For those of you my 
age and older, 1993 is not really very long ago.

Sproul was so effective in his teaching because of a 
particularly engaging way of helping people think.  For many 
people, that meant to think differently than they ever had, as he 
was not only well known for evangelistic efforts with non-
Christians, but also had such a dramatic influence on uncountable 
people who trace their introduction to and beginning of their 
understanding of the reformed faith to him and his ministry.  Some 
of you may well be in that category.

Even after his death several years ago, one of Sproul’s 
primary ministries continues to be his radio broadcasts, to which 
he gave the title “Renewing Your Mind.”  That phrase well 
captures the purpose and focus of all of his work and ministry, a 
phrase quite obviously taken from our text this morning in 
Romans 12,

v.2  “And do not be conformed to this world, but be 

transformed by the renewing of your mind, that you may prove 
what is that good and acceptable and perfect will of God.”

That single verse will be our focus this morning, as we 
transition from the presentation and declaration of the gospel in 
the first half of Romans to its application to our lives in this 
second half of the book.  Last week, with verse 1, we saw the 
overarching call of the Christian life to be the offering of a 
sacrifice, the sacrifice of your whole life, a living sacrifice offered 
to God.  This morning, the first thing that Paul identifies as the 
demonstration of that living sacrifice of our lives offered to God is 
the concept of transformation.  It is put in the negative, “do not be 
conformed to this world,” and it is put in the positive, which, again, 
is our focus today.

I. THE GOAL IS TRANSFORMATION.
The transformation of the whole life, a gradual, life-long 

process of what Paul describes as “putting off” and “putting on.”  
In plain terms, that means for the Christian, now that you are a 
Christian, stop acting and behaving like a non-Christian!  If you 
are a believer, stop acting like you are an unbeliever.  

Eph. 4:17  “This I say, therefore, and testify in the Lord, that 
you should no longer walk as the rest of the Gentiles walk, in the 
futility of their mind, 18 having their understanding darkened, 
being alienated from the life of God, because of the ignorance 
that is in them, because of the blindness of their heart; 19 who, 
being past feeling, have given themselves over to lewdness, to 
work all uncleanness with greediness. 20 But you have not so 
learned Christ, 21 if indeed you have heard Him and have been 
taught by Him, as the truth is in Jesus: 22 that you put off, 
concerning your former conduct, the old man which grows corrupt 
according to the deceitful lusts, 23 and be renewed in the spirit of 
your mind, 24 and that you put on the new man which was 
created according to God, in true righteousness and holiness.”
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Put off the old man!  Put on the new man.  Pretty simple 
concept.  For example,

Eph. 4:25  “Therefore, putting away lying, “Let each one of you 
speak truth with his neighbor,” for we are members of one 
another.”

And,
Eph. 4:28  “Let him who stole steal no longer, but rather let 

him labor, working with his hands what is good, that he may have 
something to give him who has need.”

Eph. 5:8  “For you were once darkness, but now you are light 
in the Lord. Walk as children of light 9 (for the fruit of the Spirit is 
in all goodness, righteousness, and truth), 10 finding out what is 
acceptable to the Lord.”

The book of Colossians has the same emphasis,
Col. 3:5  “Therefore put to death your members which are on 

the earth: fornication, uncleanness, passion, evil desire, and 
covetousness, which is idolatry…8 But now you yourselves are to 
put off all these: anger, wrath, malice, blasphemy, filthy language 
out of your mouth. 9 Do not lie to one another, since you have put 
off the old man with his deeds, 10 and have put on the new man 
who is renewed in knowledge according to the image of Him who 
created him…12 Therefore, as the elect of God, holy and 
beloved, put on tender mercies, kindness, humility, meekness, 
longsuffering; 13 bearing with one another, and forgiving one 
another, if anyone has a complaint against another; even as 
Christ forgave you, so you also must do. 14 But above all these 
things put on love, which is the bond of perfection.”

I use all those verses to emphasize just how important a 
concept this is.  The goal of the Christian life is transformation.  
And in broad terms, we also read this,

2 Cor. 3:18  “But we all, with unveiled face, beholding as in a 
mirror the glory of the Lord, are being transformed into the same 
image from glory to glory, just as by the Spirit of the Lord.”

The NIV translates that, “with ever increasing glory.”  That is to 
be the description, the definition, of the Christian life.  Ever-
increasing glory.  

In Romans 12, Paul begins his description of the Christian life 
with a necessary warning, however.  He identifies the very 
obvious and specific danger which we must avoid.  It is,

A. A warning against being conformed to this world.
v.2  “…do not be conformed to this world.”

“World” is a word that has several different meanings in 
Scripture, defined by its context.  Sometimes it refers to all the 
nations on earth, really people within all the nations on earth, 
such as in the familiar verse,

John 3:16  “For God so loved the world that He gave His only 
begotten Son, that whoever believes in Him should not perish but 
have everlasting life. 17 For God did not send His Son into the 
world to condemn the world, but that the world through Him might 
be saved.”

Here, of course, it must mean something very different, and I 
think the best description of the “world” as Paul identifies it here is 
the same as the Apostle John in,

1 John 2:15  “Do not love the world or the things in the world. 
If anyone loves the world, the love of the Father is not in him. 16 
For all that is in the world—the lust of the flesh, the lust of the 
eyes, and the pride of life—is not of the Father but is of the 
world.”
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The lust of the flesh, the lust of the eyes, and the pride of life
—that’s the world to which we are Christians must not conformed.  
And the warning is needed, because when you become a 
Christian, the influence and attraction of the world doesn’t just 
automatically disappear.  It doesn’t just go away.  A Christian is 
given a new heart, to be sure.  Praise the Lord.  But that new 
heart has to wage war with what the Bible often calls “the flesh.”  
And the “flesh” is that part of you that continues to be tempted by 
the world.

So Paul would explain in very personal terms,
Rom. 7:21  “I find then a law, that evil is present with me, the 

one who wills to do good. 22 For I delight in the law of God 
according to the inward man. 23 But I see another law in my 
members, warring against the law of my mind, and bringing me 
into captivity to the law of sin which is in my members.”

Yet, that is no excuse to indulge in sin, but rather a call to 
wage war against it, which is why Paul wrote in the previous 
chapter,

Rom. 6:12  “Therefore do not let sin reign in your mortal body, 
that you should obey it in its lusts. 13 And do not present your 
members as instruments of unrighteousness to sin, but present 
yourselves to God as being alive from the dead, and your 
members as instruments of righteousness to God.”

Sadly, these warnings are desperately needed in our day.  We 
live in an age when it is all too often impossible to distinguish 
between a Christian and a non-Christian based upon their lives.  
Pick any subject.  Pick any moral issue.  Too often the church 
looks just like the world.  It could be the issue of honesty and 
truthfulness, or simply edifying speech that doesn’t include gossip 
and slander, or the use of coarse, profane or abusive language.  It 
could be sexual morality, and the sanctity of marriage.  It could be 

the special observance of the sabbath day, beyond just going to 
church, though too many professed Christians don’t even do that 
very regularly.  Or on a personal level, it is the virtue of humility, 
rather than pride.  The pursuit of peace, the willingness to forgive 
and be reconciled rather than nurturing a grudge in the pursuit of 
vengeance.

So this is the Christian life, not a pretense of self-
righteousness nor a hypocritical covering up of our faults, but a 
true and genuine transformation in which we heed this warning, 
“do not be conformed to this world.”  As J.B. Phillips famously 
translated it, “Do not let the world squeeze you into its mold.”  
That transformation is,

B. The alternative to being conformed to this world.
And it is the alternative which we must pursue.  

Transformation.  Putting off the old man.  Putting to death our 
sinful deeds and desires.

Heb. 12:1  “…let us lay aside every weight, and the sin which 
so easily ensnares us.”

That verse, of course continues with specific encouragement,
Heb. 12:2  “…and let us run with endurance the race that is 

set before us, 2 looking unto Jesus, the author and finisher of our 
faith.” 

Paul gives us encouragement here in Romans 12 as well, the 
encouragement of the right priority in this transformation, the 
place to start, the foundation upon which that transformation is 
built.

II. THE PRIORITY OF TRANSFORMATION.
Notice what Paul writes. 
v.2  “And do not be conformed to this world, but be 
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transformed by the renewing of your mind.” 

For Paul, as he begins this extended passage about the 
application of the gospel to transform our lives as Christians, he 
defines,

A. The priority of the mind.
That’s where transformation begins, with our minds.  With our 

thinking, even more broadly, with our world-view.  It’s not just a 
matter of behavior change.  There is something different about a 
human being created in the image of God.  We are not just 
animals to be trained in behavior.  We are not just machines to be 
re-programmed.  External conformity to a limited number of 
standards is not sufficient, and especially when that list of do’s 
and don’ts allows you to hide the hypocrisy of your heart.  So 
Paul addresses the heart, the mind.  The inward man.  The way 
we think.  That is what must be transformed first and foremost.

Most people today don’t like to think.  Typically, we like to be 
told what to believe, what to think.  We are pressured to conform, 
to go along with the prevailing thought of the day.  Sometimes, 
we’re just lazy.  Or content to remain shallow in our thinking, 
unwilling to think deeply about matters of importance, unwilling to 
think biblically about matters prescribed in the Bible.  And as 
Christians, too often we act badly because we think badly.

So our minds need to be renewed.

B. The renewing of the mind.  
That implies that there is something wrong with our minds, 

and the most basic expression of what is wrong is expressed by 
the word “darkened.”  It means to deny the truth which God 
himself has revealed.

Rom. 1:20  “For since the creation of the world His invisible 

attributes are clearly seen, being understood by the things that 
are made, even His eternal power and Godhead, so that they are 
without excuse, 21 because, although they knew God, they did 
not glorify Him as God, nor were thankful, but became futile in 
their thoughts, and their foolish hearts were darkened.”

This is how unbelievers are described in,
Eph. 4:18  “…having their understanding darkened, being 

alienated from the life of God, because of the ignorance that is in 
them, because of the blindness of their heart…”

You cannot assume that you rightly know God if you depend 
upon the wisdom of your own mind. 

Is. 55:8 “For My thoughts are not your thoughts, Nor are your 
ways My ways,” says the LORD.  9 “For as the heavens are 
higher than the earth, So are My ways higher than your ways, 
And My thoughts than your thoughts.”

Thus the most basic definition of salvation reference to the 
mind, the need for the mind to be renewed by the spirit of God.  
Salvation is not simply a change of behavior, nor a moral 
reformation.  It is, first of all, a change of mind.  A change that 
begins with willingness to believe and confess that Jesus is Lord, 
that Jesus is the son of God, that God himself is the maker of 
heaven and earth.  And it is he whom we must love and serve 
above all others.

Too often religion is reduced to some sort of subjective 
experience, some sort of emotion, something centered in your 
feelings and your reactions.  But it needs to be focused on the 
mind, and religious conversion, salvation, needs to begin with a 
change of mind, a renewing of the mind.

And that transformation should continue throughout your 
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Christian life as well, as you train your mind to think the way an 
athlete would train his body for some particular athletic endeavor.  
And thinking is hard work.  Renewing your mind to be conformed 
to the revelation of God in Scripture is hard work.  Changing your 
mind, in order to agree with what God has revealed, is hard work, 
and we can be very stubborn and set in our ways.  

Learning to think in a way that is completely consistent with 
the revealed mind of God is hard work, because it means we 
must study what God has revealed, what God has written.  Thus 
the study of the Bible must be your lifelong work, conforming your 
mind to the word of God must be your lifelong work.  And that is 
hard work, but absolute necessary work.  With a very significant 
purpose in mind, according to our text.  So what is,

III. THE PURPOSE OF TRANSFORMATION.
v.2

Prove what is the will of God.  That word means to test.  To 
approve, which is to say, to come to understand.  Perhaps the 
best English word to translate it is the word discern.  That’s the 
purpose of the renewing of your mind, so that you can gain the 
ability to discern what God would have you to do, what God would 
have you to believe, how God would have you to live.  That’s what 
Paul is talking about,

A. Discernment of God’s will.
In our day, too many people never even reach this point in 

order to ask the question, “What would God have me to do?”  
What is God’s will is not the first or primary thought too often.  
More likely, people ask, “What is best for me?”  What would I 
enjoy the most?  What would bring me the most benefit?  All of 
those questions miss the main point of life, the primary question 
in life, “What does God want me to do?”

Only a renewed mind will even ask that question, let alone 
begin to answer it. 

Now, sometimes in the Bible, the reference to the will of God 
refers to his secret will, those things still future, things unrevealed 
and therefor unknown to us.  We are not able to know that secret 
will, nor are we even permitted to seek for it.  So anything to do 
with fortune telling or predicting the future is forbidden, especially 
when it involves the magic arts or anything to do with the occult.  

But in this context, and often in Scripture, the will of God refers 
to that which God has revealed.  Or the ability to make wise 
decisions and judgments on the basis of what God has revealed.  
That’s Paul’s meaning here in Romans 12:2, that we learn to 
discern what God would have us do.

Sometimes that is really easy, though we can still ignore it.
1 Thes. 4:3  “For this is the will of God, your sanctification: that 

you should abstain from sexual immorality; 4 that each of you 
should know how to possess his own vessel in sanctification and 
honor, 5 not in passion of lust, like the Gentiles who do not know 
God.”

Eph. 4:25  “Therefore, putting away lying, “Let each one of you 
speak truth with his neighbor,” for we are members of one 
another.”

Eph. 4:31  “Let all bitterness, wrath, anger, clamor, and evil 
speaking be put away from you, with all malice. 32 And be kind to 
one another.”

Eph. 5:18  “And do not be drunk with wine, in which is 
dissipation; but be filled with the Spirit.”
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Eph. 5:22  “Wives, submit to your own husbands, as to the 
Lord…25 Husbands, love your wives, just as Christ also loved the 
church and gave Himself for her.”

I could, of course, go on.  But sometimes it is more difficult, 
more complex a decision or more complicated a situation.  And 
we have to think, with a renewed mind, with the goal and purpose 
of discernment, discerning “what is that good and acceptable and 
perfect will of God.”  Those words, of course, give to us,

B. An awareness of the nature of God’s will.
A proper awareness.  God’s will, that which he has revealed to 

us and to which he holds us accountable, is good!  Sometimes we 
have to really come to terms with that.  God’s law is good, the 
regulations and the prohibitions of God’s law are good!  God 
designed them to be good.  They are perfect, the best.  God 
doesn’t restrict our lives with his law because he doesn’t want us 
to have any fun.  Rather the law he reveals, including the 
prohibitions are all good.  His will for our lives is good.  It is 
acceptable and perfect.  It is the best course of action for the 
whole of your life.

That might well include self-denial.  It certainly includes self-
control.  Sometimes constraint.  And in our rebellion, we like to 
think that we can make our own decisions about what is best.  
Just like Adam and Eve in the Garden of Eden, who “saw that the 
tree was good for food, that it was pleasant to the eyes, and a 
tree desirable to make one wise.”  So they took and ate.  

That’s the spirit of our age.  If it feels good, do it.  If it looks 
good, enjoy it.  And the result is that everyone does what is right 
in his own eyes.  But God calls us to an entirely different 
standard.  Namely, the willingness to believe that God’s ways are 
good, that God’s will is perfect.  And that is to be our goal is 

always, in every circumstance of life, to seek to discern that which 
is the good and perfect will of God.

Determining God’s will means that will have to search the 
Scriptures, and that is hard work.  In this age of instant 
everything, such hard work isn’t very popular.  But that is the work 
to which every one of us has been called.  As Christians, you are 
called to a life-long transformation, beginning with the renewing of 
your mind.  And so, as Jesus teaches us, you must love God with 
all your mind.
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