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II. EXHORTATION- THE WILL OF GOD REVEALED (12-15) 

 

Question: How should a saved man walk? 

Answer: “Be transformed” (12:2) 

 

A. In relation to God, Self, and Others (12) 

 

1. Toward God, Consecration (12:1-2)  

 

 12:1 I urge you therefore, brethren, by the mercies of God, to 
present your bodies as a living and holy sacrifice, acceptable to God, 
which is your spiritual service of worship. 

12:2 And do not be conformed to this world, but be transformed 
by the renewing of your mind, that you may prove what the will of God 
is, that which is good and acceptable and perfect. 

 

All that Paul has said about justification and sanctification is tied to 

the mercy of God (the Greek is plural [mercies], reflecting the Hebrew 

intensive plural meaning “great mercy” – Harrison, 127). Because we have 

experienced God’s mercy, we are urged to respond with total consecration of 

life.  

 

The terminology that follows comes from the OT sacrificial system. 

In the OT, only animals that were free of any blemish could be offered to 

God as a sacrifice. We are to offer a nobler, more spiritual sacrifice – 

ourselves.  Though the expression ”your bodies” is nearly equivalent to 

“yourselves,” Paul probably used it deliberately not only to make a stricter 

analogy to the OT sacrificial system,  but also to emphasize that our total 

being is to be offered (I Cor. 6:20).  

 

The barrier between God and man exists because God is holy. If God 

was not willing to accept a substitute for our sin, we would never be able to 

approach Him. For that reason the Levitical system of sacrifice was given to 

man. It was through sacrifice that man could enter the presence of God in 

the temple. In the NT we learn that we are the temple of God – both 

collectively as a church (Eph. 2:18-22; I Cor. 3:16-17), and as individual 

believers (I Cor. 6:18-20) – and that God Himself dwells in us. The need for 

holiness in the presence of God has not changed.  
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In contrast to the sacrifices in the OT where the animal was slain 

before it was offered, our sacrifice is to be living. A living sacrifice is 

perpetual. It is not offered once and consumed upon the altar, rather it 

continues as long as we have life. It must be perpetual, for the presence of a 

holy God is always with us. It must also be holy. In this context, “holy” is 

almost equivalent to “without blemish” in the OT. Our sacrifice is to be free 

from anything which would cause the offering to be rejected. 

 

Lastly, Paul says that our sacrifice is to be “acceptable” (i.e. well-

pleasing). In sacrificial terms this is comparable to a “sweet-savor” sacrifice. 

These were sacrifices in which God took particular delight, for they were 

free will sacrifices of worship and praise (as opposed to non-sweet savor 

sacrifices that were offered for sin) – cf. Eph. 5:2; Phi. 4:18.   

 

When we offer ourselves to God in this way, it is a “reasonable (or, 

spiritual) service of worship.” “Reasonable” in English can mean that God isn’t 

asking too much of us.  But in Greek, the word means that it is rational. It is 

worship that comes from the mind. The opposite of rational worship is 

worship that is mechanical, automatic, or ritualistic. The lesson to be learned 

from the word “rational” is that we are not “spiritual” in the biblical sense 

unless our worship is characterized “by conscious, intelligent, consecrated 

devotion to the service of God” (Murray, 112). 

 

Not only is God to be worshipped in our minds, there is to be a 

corresponding holiness of life. Verse 2 tells us “Do not be conformed to this 

world, but be transformed by the renewing of your minds.” The “world” 

(literally, “age” - ai.w,n - aion;  not ko,smoj – kosmos) draws attention to the 

characteristics of the period that we live in. It is the moral environment, not 

the physical environment. Satan is called the God of this world (age) in II 

Corinthians 4:4 (cf. Eph. 2:2). Being “conformed to this world” stresses 

sharing the same character, values, morals, aspirations, impulses, etc. with 

the unbelieving, while being “transformed” stresses with equal strength 

movement in the opposite direction. “Transformation” is a change of 

appearance from one thing to another (Haldane, 556; Matt. 17:2; II Cor. 

3:18). Instead of looking like the unbelieving, the Christian is to be 

transformed by allowing the truth of the Word of God to change his thinking 

so that his life matches the new spiritual world into which he has been 

introduced (II Cor. 3:18). (Notice, the word “transform” is a passive verb. 
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We don’t transform ourselves, rather it is God who transforms our conduct 

through the renewal of our minds. We are commanded to cooperate with this 

transformation process. )  

 

The result of a transformed life is that “you may prove what the will 

of God is, that which is good and acceptable and perfect.” The word “prove” 

in Greek can have the meaning of “discern,” “test,” or “approve.” In this case, 

the believer is not testing God’s will to see if it is good or bad, rather, 

through the renewal of the mind the Christian is able to recognize (discern) 

God’s will which is described as “good and acceptable and perfect.” The same 

thought is found in Ephesians 5:8-10 – “For you were once darkness, but now 

you are light in the Lord. Walk as children of light (for the fruit of the 

Spirit is in all goodness, righteousness, and truth), proving (finding out by 

experience, recognizing, discerning) what is acceptable to the Lord.”  

 

“This passage involves two facts: first, that God had a plan for our 

lives, which He is very willing and desirous that we should discover; and, 

second, that only those who surrender themselves to Him, rejecting 

conformity to this age, can discover that will” (Newell, 456).  “The renewed 

mind, enlightened by the Spirit, and tuned by regeneration to seek God’s 

glory, will compare the options and thereby perceive what course of action 

will best please God” (Packer, Rediscovering Holiness, 172).  

 

2. Toward Self, Humility (12:3-8) 

 

As verses 1 and 2 have shown, in relation to God, we are to live 

consecrated lives. In relation to ourselves we are to be humble. Paul says, 

 
12:3 For through the grace given to me I say to every man among 

you not to think more highly of himself than he ought to think; but to 
think so as to have sound judgment, as God has allotted to each a 
measure of faith. 

 

“By connecting this new paragraph to vv. 1-2 with a “for,”  Paul 

suggests that the exhortations he now gives are concrete instances of the 

transformed way of life to which the believer is called” (Moo, 760). 
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The grace that Paul received could be grace in general or the specific 

grace given in terms of the spiritual gifts he was given (cf. Eph. 4:7; I Pet. 

4:10).  A proper view of ourselves realizes that whatever we have that is 

good finds its source in God. There is no ground for boasting.   

 

In verse 3 the “measure of faith” that Paul is referring to is also 

synonymous to “spiritual gift”, as the following verses show.  “Faith is here 

viewed as the inlet to all the other graces, and so, as the receptive faculty 

of the renewed soul” (Jamieson, Fausset, Brown; Commentary Critical and 

Explanatory on the Whole Bible). That is, through faith God has given each 

person the ability to take the gifts and graces which He has designed and 

use them for the common good. 

 

In a number of ways Paul emphasizes God has given a diversity of gifts 

to the church; He says that each is allotted a measure of faith (v.3), all 

members do not have the same function (v.4), and gifts differ (v.6).  

 

The person who covets another gift or position in the body that does 

not correspond with the measure of faith (the gift) God has given him 

exhibits self- exaltation. As John Murray says, ”If we consider ourselves to 

possess gifts that we do not have, then we have an inflated notion of our 

place and function; we sin by esteeming ourselves beyond what we are. But if 

we underestimate, then we are refusing to acknowledge God’s grace and we 

fail to exercise that which God has dispensed for our sanctification and that 

of others” (Murray, 117). 

 

 

The diversity of giftedness is now illustrated.  

 

12:4 For just as we have many members in one body and all the 
members do not have the same function, 

12:5 so we, who are many, are one body in Christ, and individually 
members one of another. 

 

We were not created new in Christ to live and function independently 

of each other. We were created as members of a body, parts that can only 

fulfill their function as they interact with others. 
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The same point appears in I Corinthians 12 in more detail. In both 

Romans and I Corinthians, Paul stresses that diversity does not mean 

disunity. Just as there is one organic connection between the members of 

the human body, so there is between individuals in the body of Christ. As 

each part of the body shares the same life, so each member of the church 

shares a common life in Christ.  

 

The verses that follow give the application to the preceding 

comparison (note the “for” in verse 4). The reason we shouldn’t think more 

highly of ourselves than we should is because if we are members of the same 

body, and each of us has received a gift by the grace of God, there is 

nothing to boast about. We shouldn’t boast about what we didn’t earn, nor 

should we desire what God hasn’t given, but rather, we should discharge our 

duties diligently in accordance to what we have received. 

  
 12:6 And since we have gifts that differ according to the grace 

given to us, let each exercise them accordingly: if prophecy, according 
to the proportion of his faith; 

12:7 if service, in his serving; or he who teaches, in his teaching; 
12:8 or he who exhorts, in his exhortation; he who gives, with 

liberality; he who leads, with diligence; he who shows mercy, with 
cheerfulness. 
 

 In verses 6-8 Paul lists seven spiritual gifts: prophecy, service, 

teaching, exhortation, giving, leadership, mercy. 

 

A prophet is one who speaks for God (Jer. 15:19) either in spoken or 

written revelation. Prophets do not just foretell future events, they 

communicate to man whatever God desires them to hear. (see appendix 14 

for the NT gift) 

 

The gift of service is a broad gift that focuses on the outer, physical 

man. People with this gift are concerned with peoples’ physical needs. 

 

The gift of teaching is the ability to grasp the meaning of given 

revelation (the Bible) and explain it effectively to others. It focuses on the 

mind. 
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The gift of exhortation differs from the gift of teaching in that it is 

directed to the heart, conscience, and will rather than the mind.  Those who 

have this gift have the ability to persuade believers to make moral decisions 

or bring them comfort. 

 

Although God expects all Christians to be generous with their 

financial resources, a person with the gift of giving feels a burden to help 

those with material needs and knows how to use money for spiritual returns. 

 

The gift of leadership (also called administrations) is the special 

administrative ability to help the church grow. Someone who is able to see 

the potential of the church and help the people all move in the same 

direction has this gift. 

 

The person who has the gift of mercy has a special ability for helping 

those in mental or physical distress. Such people are compassionate toward 

those who are hurting. 

 

 God does not expect us to do something that He has not empowered 

us to do. If He wants us to teach, He will give us the gift to do so. If He 

wants us to give, He will give us that ability as well. Whatever way that God 

has gifted us He expects us to use our gifts for the benefit of others.  

  

3. Toward Others, Love (12:9-21)  

 

The Christian’s duty in relationship to others is love.  

 
12:9 Let love be without hypocrisy. Abhor what is evil; cling to 

what is good. 
 
Hypocrisy shows itself in two ways. One way is that it tries to make 

the outside look better than the inside. We put forward external behavior 

that doesn’t match what we really feel inside (Matt. 15:7; 23:25-27). The 

second way that hypocrisy shows itself is when we hide our own flaws 

(sometimes even from ourselves) by drawing attention to other people’s 

flaws so that ours don’t show up so clearly (Lk. 6:42). 
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The words “abhor” and “cling” are strong verbs expressing the highest 

degree of hatred on the one hand and persevering on the other. “Abhor” is a 

good translation. It means to “loathe,” or “be disgusted with” (Liddell and 
Scott Lexicon). To “cling” literally means to be glued to something. “Hold 
fast to what is good” means embrace it. Love it. The word is used for sexual 

union in 1 Corinthians 6:16, and dirt clinging to feet or clothing. Believers are 

to have an intense aversion for evil and glue themselves to all moral 

goodness. 

 

“In other words, God is not mainly interested in a willpower religion or 

a willpower morality. Choosing is not enough. It doesn’t signal deep moral 

transformation . . . . Paul says, ‘Don’t just avoid evil; hate evil. Don’t just 

choose good, embrace the good. Love the good.’ The battle of Christian living 

is a battle mainly to get our emotions changed, not just our behavior.”  

(sermon by John Piper,  Ro  12:9 , November 28, 2004 - John Piper. © Desiring God. Website: desiringGod.org)  

 
12:10 Be devoted to one another in brotherly love; give 

preference to one another in honor; 
 

“Be devoted to one another” in Greek refers to “tender affection, 

particularly family affection” (C.E.B. Cranfield, Romans, vol. 2, p. 632). It's 

used only here in the whole New Testament. But it is not a rare word outside 

the New Testament.   So what the verse is calling for is that Christians have 

"tender affection toward each other in family love.” This love is brotherly 

love, the natural affection between parents and children. Here the idea is no 

doubt that Christians should love each other with the same affection that 

they have toward their nearest relatives. 

 

“In Philippians 1:8 Paul says to the church, ‘For God is my witness, how 

I long for you all with the affection of Christ Jesus.’ The word for 

‘affection’ is ‘intestines’ or ‘inner organs.’ The idea is: I long for you and love 

you not just with an act of will power but with deep and tender affections. I 

miss you. I am homesick for you.” (sermon by John Piper,  Ro  12:9-10 , June 4, 1995 - John Piper. 

© Desiring God. Website: desiringGod.org) 

 

To “give preference” has the idea of going before another or leading. 

Figuratively it means to set an example. We are to set an example in 

honoring, or take the lead in honoring others.  

http://www.desiringgod.org/
http://www.desiringgod.org/
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12:11 not lagging behind in diligence, fervent in spirit, serving the 

Lord; 
 

The love that Paul speaks of is not inactive or cold. He describes it as 

“not lagging behind in diligence, fervent in spirit, serving the Lord;” (12:11). 

To lag behind in something and to be fervent in something express nearly 

the same idea in two different ways, yet they also balance one another. If all 

Paul had said was “do not lag behind” he would leave the impression that what 

is most important is that we work for God, that we keep busy, that we do 

this and that. But all our doing needs to be done with fervency of spirit. The 

word “fervent” in Greek means “boiling.” We are to boil in our spirits in 

serving God, not act mechanically, devoid of emotion or heart desire. On the 

flip side, had he only mentioned that we are to be fervent in spirit, some may 

think it is enough to feel zealous about serving the Lord but never actually 

do anything. However, he balances this with the command to act – to not lag 

behind in diligence. Both diligence in action and fervency of heart are to 

characterize our service of the Lord. 

 
12:12 rejoicing in hope, persevering in tribulation, devoted to 

prayer, 
 

In spiritual matters we are to be consistent, active, and motivated by 

our desire to serve Christ. Furthermore, we must continue by “rejoicing in 

hope, persevering in tribulation, devoted to prayer,”  

 

No matter how unstable, fragile, or difficult life may be, we must 

keep our eyes on the promises of God (hope), exercise endurance in the 

midst of trials (not just endure the trial), and maintain closeness to God 

through prayer.  

 

Hope, in the Bible, is not a word used of uncertainty; rather it is “a 

confident expectation and desire for something good in the future. Biblical 

hope not only desires something good for the future; it expects it to happen. 

And it not only expects it to happen; it is confident that it will happen. 

There is a moral certainty that the good we expect and desire will be done.” 

(sermon by John Piper,  “What is Hope?” , April 6, 1986 - John Piper. © Desiring God. Website: desiringGod.org) 

 

http://www.desiringgod.org/
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“We are commanded to rejoice in hope. That is, we are commanded to 

have a spontaneous emotional response in hope. But how can we be 

commanded to have an emotion? The answer is that we need to focus on the 

certainty of the promises of God. Matthew Henry put it like this: “The joy 

and peace of believers arise chiefly from their hopes. What is laid out upon 

them is but little, compared with what is laid up for them; therefore the 

more hope they have, the more joy and peace they have . . . Christians should 

desire and labor after an abundance of hope”. (Commentary on Romans 

15:13).  We cannot “create” joy, but we can put ourselves in a position where 

we can receive it. We may find great joy in sailing, but we will not find it if 

we don’t go where there is a boat, water, and wind. In the same way the 

believer is to focus on hope in God, the “position” where joy can be found. 

(sermon by John Piper,  Ro 12:11;  January 9, 2005 - John Piper. © Desiring God. Website: desiringGod.org) 

 

12:13 contributing to the needs of the saints, practicing 
hospitality. 

  

Love is also seen in contributing to the needs of the saints and 

practicing hospitality.”  (12:13) “Contribute” is the word koinoneo (koinwne,w) 

which is related to the word koinonia (koinwni,a), or fellowship. Believers 

belong to each other in Christ and share all they have, including physical 

resources. They have fellowship through the sharing of resources.  

 

The early church placed an extremely high value on hospitality. 

Literally it says, "Pursue hospitality." And the verb implies continuous action. 

So the command in Romans 12:13 is that hospitality not just be a once a year 

thing at Thanksgiving or Christmas, but a constant attitude and practice. 

Our homes and apartments should stand constantly ready for strategic 

hospitality—a readiness to welcome people who don't ordinarily live there. 

 

“I Peter 4:8–9 says, "Above all hold unfailing your love for one 

another, since love covers a multitude of sins. Practice hospitality 

ungrudgingly to one another." Ungrudgingly! That means, be the kind of 

people who do it and like to do it! In other words the command to be 

hospitable is not just a command to do something. It is not just a command 

that can be legalistically fulfilled with a quota of guests. It is a command to 

be a certain kind of person, namely, the kind that doesn't resent having to 

be hospitable. The kind of person who doesn't look at the extra dishes and 

http://www.desiringgod.org/


Pastor Ted Kirnbauer 
Romans 12:2- 13 
 

10 

bedding and bother—and grumble. "Practice hospitality ungrudgingly to one 

another." Without murmuring. As the next verse (I Pet. 4:10) implies, let 

your hospitality be an extension or an overflow of God's hospitality to you. 

Be a good steward of God's grace.” (sermon by John Piper,  Ro  12:13, August 25, 1985 - John 

Piper. © Desiring God. Website: desiringGod.org) 

 

12:14 Bless those who persecute you; bless and curse not. 
 

In verse 14, the subject changes from our relationship with Christians 

to that of the unbelieving. The discharge of love is not limited to the fellow 

believers, we are to have the same spirit toward all men, even those who 

persecute us.  

 

In Scripture, “blessing” is typically associated with God who is the 

source and the dispenser of all blessings. To bless someone, therefore, is to 

call upon God to bestow His favor upon them. Our prayer is not just that 

people will leave us alone, but we are to pray for their good. “It is not 

sufficient to avoid returning evil for evil, nor even to banish vindictive 

feelings; we must be able sincerely to desire their happiness” (Hodge, 398; 

cf. Matt. 5:44; Lk. 6:27-28). 

 
12:15 Rejoice with those who rejoice, and weep with those who 

weep. 
 

“Love produces not only the forgiveness of enemies, but a general 

sympathy in the joys and sorrows of our fellow-man, and especially for our 

fellow-Christian . . . The gospel requires that we should feel and act under 

the impression that all men are brethren; that we all have a common nature, 

and common Father, and a common destiny” (Hodge, 398). This attitude 

should especially be present in the Christian community (cf. I Cor 12:26). 

 
12:16 Be of the same mind toward one another; do not be 

haughty in mind, but associate with the lowly. Do not be wise in your 
own estimation. 

 

Being of the same mind emphasizes unanimity, or harmony (II Cor. 

13:11; Phil. 2:2; Ro. 15:5). The church shares the same Lord and faith. We 

have the same Head. Our desire should be to work together for the common 

http://www.desiringgod.org/
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good of the body and for the cause of Christ rather than seeking personal 

advantage. We should be united in our feelings, interests and objectives, not 

aspiring or having an arrogant attitude or condescending spirit toward 

others. We should exalt Christ and build up His church by being imitators of 

Him (Phil. 2:1-8).   

 

“There is no aristocracy in the church, no cliques of the wealthy as 

over against the poor, no pedestals of unapproachable dignity for those on 

the higher social or economic strata or for those who are in office in the 

church” (Murray, 137).  

 

This perspective should extend beyond the Christian community to all 

men. Christians should display the same attitude toward all people without 

regard to their social, ethnic, or economic status.  

 

The biggest barrier toward accepting all men equally is pride, that is, 

“being wise in our own estimation.” “Overly exulted opinion of ourselves, 

leading us to think that we are always right and others wrong and that our 

opinions matter more than others, often prevents the church from 

exhibiting the unity to which God calls her. The positive antidote to such 

pride, Paul says, is in association with ’the lowly’” (Moo, 783). 

 
12:17 Never pay back evil for evil to anyone. Respect what is 

right in the sight of all men. 
 

Paul, having exhorted the believer to show love, humility, and kindness 

in the preceding verses, turns for a moment to contrary dispositions. The 

first half of verse 17 is a prohibition against retaliation (I Thess. 5:15; I 

Pet. 3:9). Instead of taking revenge, we should act in such a way that 

commends ourselves to all men.  The idea is like that of II Corinthians 8:21; 

“for we have regard for what is honorable, not only in the sight of the Lord, 

but also in the sight of men” (cf. II Cor. 4:2; I Tim. 3:7). Because the 

Christian is under the scrutiny of both believers and unbelievers, he must be 

careful that his actions do not betray the high calling of the gospel.   

 
12:18 If possible, so far as it depends on you, be at peace with 

all men. 
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Some people refuse to forgive and make peace no matter what we do. 

We are not responsible for their actions and attitudes (Jn. 16:33). We are, 

however, under obligation to do whatever we can to be at peace with others. 

There are no circumstances in which our efforts to make peace are 

suspended. No matter how innocent in the conflict we have been, no matter 

how victimized we feel, no matter how many times our efforts to make 

reconciliation have failed, we are to do all that we can to make peace.  

 
12:19 Never take your own revenge, beloved, but leave room for 

the wrath of God, for it is written, "Vengeance is Mine, I will repay," 
says the Lord. 

 

In a practical sense, this means laying down your anger and the 

practice of nursing your hurt feelings of being wronged. It does not mean 

that you were not wronged. It does not mean there is no justice. It does not 

mean you will not be vindicated. “It means, when you lay down the burden of 

vengeance, God will pick it up. This is not a subtle way of getting revenge. 

This is a way of giving vengeance to the one to whom it belongs. It is taking a 

deep breath, perhaps for the first time in decades, and feeling like now at 

last you may be free to love.” (sermon by John Piper,  Ro  12:16-20, Feb 20. 2005 - John Piper. © 

Desiring God. Website: desiringGod.org)  

 

12:20 "But if your enemy is hungry, feed him, and if he is 
thirsty, give him a drink; for in so doing you will heap burning coals upon 
his head."  (Cf. Deut 32:35; Pro. 25:21-22) 

12:21 Do not be overcome by evil, but overcome evil with good. 
 
This is an expansion of the command not to return evil for evil (12:17). 

The believer should not attempt to avenge himself but should leave the 

matter to God. He is to stand out of the way and allow God to do as He sees 

fit. It is God’s prerogative to punish if He desires to do so.  

 

Instead of avenging our enemies, we should return good for evil, “for 

in so doing you will heap burning coals on his head.” The last expression is 

difficult to understand and there are numerous interpretations of it. The 

closest OT passages are Psalm 11:6 and Ezekiel 10:2. The former says, “Upon 

the wicked He will rain snares; Fire and brimstone and burning wind will be 

the portion of their cup.” In Ezekiel 10:2, God tells a man clothed in linen to 

http://www.desiringgod.org/
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fill his hands with coals of fire and scatter them over the city. Both 

passages refer to judgment. 

 

 

 

 There are three leading interpretations: 

 

1. Paul is saying that our enemies will be much more severely punished 

if we leave them in the hands of God. The more good we do to them, the 

more deserving of wrath they will be, which will result in a more severe 

judgment. The problem with this view is that it makes doing good to our 

enemies the means of inflicting greater wrath. This seemingly contradicts 

Paul’s earlier comments against harboring a spirit of retaliation altogether 

(12:19). Even if Paul is only stating the natural result of doing good, and is 

not saying that we should desire greater wrath to fall upon our enemies, the 

problem remains.  

 

2. The second interpretation is that by doing good the believer will 

cause his enemy pain (i.e. guilt and remorse).  

 

3. The third view which seems to be the least problematic is that by 

doing kindness we will overcome evil. This is substantiated by the next verse; 

“Do not be overcome by evil, but overcome evil with good” (12:21).  When we 

allow hostile feelings to control our actions we become evil doers ourselves, 

and evil grows. The only way to triumph over evil is by doing good in 

accordance to our new nature in Christ. In this way, we prevent evil from 

corrupting us and we display Christ-like character before an unbelieving 

world. Therefore, “heaping coals on our enemy’s heads” by doing good means 

that we subdue our enemies by doing good to them. “Subdue your enemies by 

kindness, not injuries (Hodge, 402). 

 

Chapters 12-15 discuss how a Christian should walk.  Chapter 12 has 

dealt with the believer’s relationship to others. Chapter 13 will address the 

believer’s relationship to the government. 
 


