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Therefore I urge you, brothers, by the mercies of God, to offer your bodies as a living sacrifice—holy and 

pleasing to God—which is your appropriate worship. 2Also, do not continue to conform to the pattern of 

this world, but be transformed by the renewal of your mind, so that you test and approve what is the will 

of God—what is good, pleasing, and perfect. 3So by the grace given to me, I tell everyone among you not to 

think of yourself more highly than you ought, but think in a way that results in sound judgment, as God 

distributed a measure of faith to each of you. 4For we have many members in one body, and not all the 

members have the same function. 5In the same way, though we are many, we are one body in Christ, and 

individually members of one another. 6We have different gifts, according to the grace God has given us. If 

the gift is prophecy, do it in complete agreement with the faith. 7If it is serving, then serve. If it is teaching, 

then teach. 8If it is encouraging, then encourage. If it is contributing, be generous. If it is leadership, be 

diligent. If it is showing mercy, do it cheerfully. 

 

Jesus said in our Gospel reading for today, “If anyone wants to follow me, let him deny 

himself, take up his cross, and follow me” (Matthew 16:24). Jesus’ words can be offensive to 

our human reason. It sounds as if Jesus wants us, his disciples, to do what he did: give up our 

lives; to die on a cross. But that is not what your Lord, Jesus is saying. That is not what he is 

asking of you. This is why the words the Apostle Paul writes to the Romans are so important for 

us. Paul lets us know what Jesus is really speaking about. Paul is explaining to us … 

Theme: A Christian’s life under the cross. 

          I. A life of sacrifice. 

         II. A life of service. 

The Apostle Paul starts out his explanation of the Christian’s life under the cross by saying, 

“Therefore I urge you, brothers, by the mercies of God, to offer your bodies as a living 

sacrifice—holy and pleasing to God—which is your appropriate worship” (v. 1). So Paul 

wants us to be living sacrifices!? That sounds painful. Paul is not urging us to physically die on 

a cross like Jesus. Paul is instead working to encourage us in our life of faith. When Paul says, “I 

urge you,” his words paint a picture of calling someone along side of himself, putting his arm 

around their shoulder, and then speaking words to build up that person. He is building them 

up in their knowledge and encouraging them.  

Paul is encouraging us to focus our minds on God’s mercy. We did not deserve God’s 

mercy because we have broken every one of God’s laws. We have dishonored our parents, 

murdered with our hatred, and lusted over things and people. We have stolen things, whether it 

is money, possessions, time, or even someone’s good name. Along with all these others sins we 

pushed God out of first place in our lives. We often replace God with our jobs, our family, our 

stuff, and most of the time with ourselves. We have trashed God’s law. We rightly deserve his 

anger and punishment.  

But instead of punishing us, our loving God shows us mercy. Instead of pouring out his 

anger on us, he pours out his compassion. Our loving God displays his mercy by punishing his 

own Son in our place, to pay for our breaking of his law. Then he freely forgives us of our sins 

because his Son paid for all those sins. That is God’s mercy. 
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In view of that mercy that Paul says, “offer your bodies as a living sacrifice.” So what does 

Paul mean by “living” sacrifices? This is not a sacrifice of our physical body but of our will. Our 

“will” is what moves us to do what we do. The sinful nature we were born with is always 

fighting against God and his holy will. The new nature of faith God created in us always wants 

to do God’s will. Our new nature fights our sinful nature to keep it from doing what is evil. That 

struggle with our sinful nature is a sacrifice on our part. Because our sinful nature is a part of 

us, every time we stop our sinful nature from sinning we are giving up something we want; we 

give up a part of our “will.” It is a sacrifice we make so we can live lives, as Paul says, that are 

“holy and pleasing to God.” This “living sacrifice” means giving our entire life to God. It 

means living apart from the sinful world and living to do what pleases God. 

How do we live lives of sacrifice under the cross?  Paul says, “So by the grace given to me, 

I tell everyone among you not to think of yourself more highly than you ought, but think in a 

way that results in sound judgment, as God distributed a measure of faith to each of you” (v. 

3). We live in humility. This all goes back to God’s mercy. As we look at our lives in light of 

what God has done for us. When we do, it puts an entirely new perspective on life. It is like a 

person who is in a horrible car accident. As they are helped out of their car, they realize they 

only have a few scrapes & bruises. Then they turn and view the crumpled mass of twisted metal 

that was once their car. That is when they realize they should be dead. Suddenly things seem 

vastly different. Suddenly the things of this world – the job, the house, the “toys,” the status, 

they are not so important anymore.  

When we look closely at our lives as believers, we see what God’s mercy does for us. In 

mercy, God pulls us out of that car wreck of eternal death. And when we see what should have 

been it causes us to see things in a completely different way. We find that who we are and what 

we want really isn’t all that important. It is as Paul said, do not “think of yourself more highly 

than you ought, but think in a way that results in sound judgment” (v. 3). 

This is where the faith God created in us changes us. Our God given faith clears up our 

thinking. In faith we can now think thoughts that line up with God will. With our eyes opened 

by faith we suddenly realize the things of this world are not so important anymore. And with 

his arm still around us, Paul encourages us saying, “Do not continue to conform to the pattern 

of this world” (v. 2). The world wants us climb back into that car wreck of death as it speeds 

headlong into hell. But having been made clear-minded by faith we see how foolish that really 

is. Even Jesus exposes this foolish thinking. He says, “After all, what will it benefit a person if 

he gains the whole world, but forfeits his soul” (Matthew 16:26)? We see that what the world 

has to offer is really not all that important. Yet setting aside the things of this world can be a 

sacrifice. 

What is important is this new life God has given us. Paul wants us to take care of that life:  

Don’t conform to world but instead “be transformed by the renewing of your mind” (v. 2).  

Paul literally says, “Allow yourselves to continue being transformed.” This transformation is 

something done to a person from the outside. This transformation comes from God’s Word. We 

were transformed at our baptism when God’s name was proclaimed over us. We were 

transformed by hearing or reading God’s Word. This is how God brought us to faith. Now his 
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Word feeds our souls and renews our mind, keeping our faith alive. 

Keeping our faith alive sometimes feels like carrying a cross. Satan, the sinful world we live 

in, and our own sinful nature are all working to destroy our faith. This unholy trio is always 

bringing pain and suffering into our lives to try and get us to abandon our faith and take the 

“easy” way out, the way of sin. To fight those temptations takes strength and sacrifice. And that 

strength only comes from God. He gives us the strength to daily take off our old selves and put 

on our new lives of faith. He gives us the strength to live under that cross, living a life of 

sacrifice. This is something we can thank God for. 

So how do we thank God for his strength, mercy, and kindness? As believers we realize the 

cross we carry is not a burden, it is an honor. If we had no cross to carry, then we would have 

no faith. If we had no struggle against sin, then we would be living in sin and facing eternal 

death. So the cross is really a blessing, and we want to thank our Lord for that blessing. This is 

why Paul shows us that a Christian’s life under the cross is a life of service. It is service carried 

out in gratitude to God. 

We serve our loving God in view of his mercy to us in Christ. It is Jesus who sets the 

example of service for us: “For even the Son of Man did not come to be served, but to serve 

[…]” (Mark 10:45). Jesus served us by providing what we could never provide for ourselves – 

perfection. God says, “Love me perfectly, and love your neighbor perfectly.” Yet, the only thing 

we have ever done “perfectly” is break God’s commandments. We have been far from perfect. 

So Jesus took his perfect life and sacrificed it for our imperfect ones. He took our self-serving 

sinfulness to the cross, dying there to destroy sin’s hold on us. Having died to pay for our sins 

he rose from the dead to share with us both an eternal life in heaven and a new life here in this 

world. Our old, sinful lives are now covered with Jesus’ perfect life. 

Jesus gives us what we need to live a life of service to God. Christ gives us a new life of faith 

which is connected to him. Being covered with Jesus’ perfection, we are also covered with his 

desire to serve his heavenly Father. 

But we do not all serve in the same way. Paul writes, “For we have many members in one 

body, and not all the members have the same function. In the same way, though we are 

many, we are one body in Christ […]” (vs. 4,5). The Church of Christ is made up of many 

members with many different gifts. Paul says, “We have different gifts, according to the grace 

God has given us. If the gift is prophecy, do it in complete agreement with the faith. If it is 

serving, then serve. If it is teaching, then teach. If it is encouraging, then encourage. If it is 

contributing, be generous. If it is leadership, be diligent. If it is showing mercy, do it 

cheerfully” (vs. 6-8). God has graced every one of you with gifts. To say you have no gifts or 

talents would be like saying Jesus did not die for you – it is simply not true. God has given 

skills, talents, and abilities to everyone. And Paul encourages us take an inventory of the gifts 

we have been given. We do not want to look just at Paul’s list, his list not all inclusive. Instead, 

each of us needs to look at what God has given specifically to us. We need to recognize our 

gifts, and then we need to see where we can use our gifts to serve. 

We will want to use the gifts God has given us to serve him in every part of our lives. We 

will want to serve our brothers and sisters in Christ, both here at St. Matthew’s and our fellow 
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Christians around the world who believe as we do. We also serve God as we use our gifts to 

serve our families, our schools, our jobs, our communities. Yet we carry out that service to God 

under a cross. That means sometimes our service to God is going to bring persecution. 

Sometimes our service will bring hardship into our lives, like when someone in authority over 

us asks us to do something we know goes against God’s good will. In those cases doing what is 

right in God’s eyes may very well bring us trouble and grief. Sometimes our service may 

require a sacrifice on our part: sacrificing our time, our desires, our wants, all so that we can use 

our God given gifts to glorify our Savior with our service. This is all part of a Christian’s life 

under the cross. It is a life of grateful service. 

You could say that Jesus lived his entire life under the cross. From the day he was born 

Christ’s entire life was leading him to Calvary, and the cross that his Father had prepared for 

him. How grateful we can be that Jesus went to that cross. It is by his death on a cross that Jesus 

freed us from sin and saved us from eternal death. That knowledge gives us the strength we 

need to endure our life under the cross. Under that cross we live to sacrifice; we live to serve our 

Lord. We do not do this to earn our way into heaven. We do this to thank our Savior for going 

ahead of us into heaven so he can open the door for us. Amen. 


