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Romans 12:1–2 

 

A living sacrifice NIVUK  

12 Therefore, I urge you, brothers and sisters, in view of God’s mercy, to 
offer your bodies as a living sacrifice, holy and pleasing to God – this is your 
true and proper worship. 2 Do not conform to the pattern of this world, but 
be transformed by the renewing of your mind. Then you will be able to test 
and approve what God’s will is – his good, pleasing and perfect will. 

 

Greetings… 

 

When I say the word ‘worship’ what comes to mind instantly. 

Tell the person next to you. 

-PAUSE- 

 

I want to do a poll. 

• Who said music, singing Christian songs? 
• Who said church? 
• Who said reading your Bible? 
• Who said prayer? 

 

To be honest, I think most books about worship are about what we do. They 
are about encountering God’s presence when we sing, when we are in 
church, when we pray, when we read the Bible, when we evangelise… 

I think worship is all those things, but I think it is much more. 

And I think the key is in the couple of verses that Paul wrote in Romans 12 
that we heard read. 

So we are going to explore them in some depth. 

Now, if you think it is extreme to have a 20-minute sermon based on two 
verses, I want to let you know that David Martyn Lloyd-Jones the classic 
Welsh minister preached 10 sermons on these verses! 



I am letting you off lightly. 

 

Therefore, brothers and sisters… 

Now in a perfect world, I would have been able to preach through Romans 
chapters 1 – 11… but I haven’t. So let me just say that Paul has painted a 
beautiful picture of what faith is all about. He has talked about God 
revealing himself in chapter 1, in a way that enables us to know there is a 
transcendent being. In chapter 3 he has told us how far short we fall of who 
God wants us to be. And yet in chapter 5 he has told us that Jesus has died 
for us while we are still sinners, enabling us to be in relationship with God 
again. In chapter 6 he has told us that our lives are dead to sin, but we are 
alive in Christ, we are resurrection people. 

In chapter 7 he recognises that we still struggle with sin, but in chapter 8 he 
points out all that we have in Christ: including victory, the help of the Spirit, 
we are the children of God, co-heirs with Christ; nothing can separate us 
from Christ. He also reveals to us that it is not just us as individuals that 
groans under bondage to sin, the world around us also is looking to be 
liberated from bondage to decay.  

Chapter 11 finishes with this beautiful doxology: 

Oh, the depth of the riches of the wisdom and knowledge of God! 
    How unsearchable his judgments, 
    and his paths beyond tracing out! 
34 ‘Who has known the mind of the Lord? 
    Or who has been his counsellor?’ 
35 ‘Who has ever given to God, 
    that God should repay them?’ 
36 For from him and through him and for him are all things. 
    To him be the glory for ever! Amen. 

God is deep, and wide, and high, and long. 

He is far above us in depth of wisdom and power. 

He is the source of everything we see around us. 

And yet he has reconciled us to himself in Christ. 

 

THEREFORE begins chapter 12. So in light of that magnificent portrait of 
what God has done for us in Jesus, the mercy he has shown to us as sinners 
in the context of his creation, in the context of history… 

Therefore brothers and sisters, in view of this mercy that God has shown us, 
offer your bodies as a living sacrifice. 

Now we recognise here the language of the Law from the Old Testament. 



In the past, the people of Israel had to offer sacrifices to God, to deal with 
the problem of sin. 

Instead of that, because we can be saved by faith in Jesus’ sacrifice, we are 
freed to offer ourselves as a living sacrifice. 

Now the Greek translation of sacrifice there actually means killing. We are 
to be the living killing. I’m thinking zombie here, please don’t be distracted 
here. But Paul is using rhetoric to shock his readers. 

There is something dead here, and something living. 

But first, what does Paul mean about offering our bodies? 

 

Unfortunately, we have been influenced by Plato at this point, frequently we 
think of bodies, the flesh, as a bad thing, as something that God is not 
interested in. 

Uh-uh. God is interested in our bodies. He loves all of us. He lovingly crafted 
all of us, AND he is interested in what we do with our bodies. Elsewhere he 
calls our bodies the temple of the Holy Spirit. 

Offering our bodies is shorthand for Paul saying… everything. Your whole 
self. Offer all that you are, as a living sacrifice. So when I mention work, I do 
not mean just paid work, but everything we do with purpose. We are 
offering all that we are as worship to God. 

Tim Keller points out how this offering of ourselves is both like, and unlike 
the sacrifices of old. 

 

It is Unlike because the old sacrifices were over in the moment of killing… 
but a living sacrifice is ongoing = it keeps ‘crawling off the altar’ as others 
have said, every day, every hour, every moment = we can offer ourselves to 
God every moment, every hour, every day, every week, every month, every 
year.  

How is it like the sacrifices of old? = there is a death, putting to death the 
right to live life as you choose, that you belong to yourself, that you know 
best... so it is a death, but it leads to new life, a better life because God is 
wiser, loves you more and is good.  

What is the good thing we can offer to God? What can we do with our 
bodies to please God? 

 

Let me tell you about a couple I met in Melbourne when I was working 
down there. 



Jason and Jen were bright-eyed and full of joy when they turned up at Bible 
college. They were recent Christians. They both worked in the fitness 
industry. Jason was a gym manager and Jen was a personal trainer. They 
were ridiculously fit. A client of Jason’s befriended him and shared the good 
news of Jesus. Jason was intrigued. He and Jen went along to church and 
encountered God in a life-changing way. They asked the church: what does 
God want us to do as Christians? How can we show God that we are 100% 
for him? What do the best Christians do? The church told them that if they 
really wanted to serve God they should sell their house, give the money to 
the church, and become missionaries. 

So they did. They sold their house, they turned up at Ridley College, where I 
was teaching, to study for a year, then they were going to head off to 
Vietnam. 

One day I saw them and they looked really concerned. 

I sat down with them and they explained to me they had just been in a 
lecture and heard about the priesthood of all believers. That you don’t have 
to be super-Christians, working for the church, to serve God. 

Then they asked me outright: “could we have served God in our old jobs?” 
“Yes,” I answered, “but the most important thing is that you do what you 
feel called by God to do. What calling has he placed on your heart? And… 
make sure you are doing this not to earn God’s acceptance or praise, but in 
response to what Jesus has done.” 

I didn’t see them for a couple of weeks, but then I noticed that some of the 
old bounce was back. 

Jason explained to me that he realised that God wanted him to be a gym 
manager. He said he realised that he could do far more for God in that 
industry which he knew about and understood, than he could in a country 
which he didn’t know much about, couldn’t speak the language, and where 
he couldn’t use his skills. 

I asked whether he regretted selling his house, and he said “No”, that he and 
Jen felt freer. It had been an important act of devotion. 

We need to give our whole bodies. 

We need to sacrifice our own ideas of what it means to please God. 

We need to ask God to reveal his plan for us, and step out in obedience. 

 

Let me contrast Jason and Jen with Peter Corney. Peter is a bit of a legend of 
the church in Melbourne. He was an amazing church planter and a leader of 
the church growth movement. One day we were both speaking at a 
conference, and I said the importance of finding our what your calling was, 
whether that was a calling to business, to administration, to physiotherapy 



or to church leadership. After I spoke I sat down and he leaned over to me 
and said, “I never wanted to be a pastor. I was a businessman, I loved 
business; but God wanted me to be a pastor.” 

We need to give our whole bodies. 

We need to sacrifice our own ideas of what it means to please God. 

We need to ask God to reveal his plan for us, and step out in obedience. 

This is what true worship is. And the Holman Bible gets this right here, 
because worship in this context means true service.  

Worship is a complex idea.  

 

We have one word in English; but across the Bible, in Hebrew and Greek, 
there are several different words that add up to what this is really all about. 

Some words translated as worship mean:  

• Service associated with the work done in the temple. 
• An offering for others. 
• Service and sacrifice. 
• A posture of submission, literally bowing or lying down, 

acknowledging God’s sovereignty. 

In the Bible we see that worship may be corporate or it can personal. It took 
place at the temple and apart from the temple, however, God doesn't intend 
that worship be connected with place, he looks at the attitude of our hearts 
(you might remember that in John 4:20 Jesus tells the Samaritan woman 
that we in the new kingdom are to worship God in spirit & truth).  

What Paul is picking up in Romans 12 is what we see right back at the start 
of the Bible in Genesis 2. 

 

In Genesis 2:15 God tells humanity, the very first command, is to till the 
earth and keep the garden. The actual words used in Hebrew are avad and 
shamar.  

Those verbs avad and shamar are the same Hebrew verbs used in Numbers 
to refer to the work in the temple: serving the Lord and keeping the 
commandments. 

We were made to work and we were made to worship the God who created 
us. Our work is the means by which we honour God and we serve others. 

That is why I called my book Workship. I wanted to take those two words 
usually kept apart ‘work’ and ‘worship’ and put them together. 



As I just mentioned the Hebrew root for work (avad) is also the root for 
service, particularly serving God in worship. I believe the two activities are 
meant to be integrated. Our work should be done in a way that honours 
God, which serves God and others, that worships God. By combining the 
two English words: work and worship, I hope to challenge people to 
integrate their faith and work. 

So we have a choice. 

Do we pretend that our work doesn’t matter to God? Do we check our faith 
at the door? Do we feel guilty working in our secular jobs rather than going 
to Bible college and doing ‘Gospel work’? 

Or, do we seek to worship God through our work? Do we seek to serve God 
and others in the way we work, the choices we make, what we say and do at 
work, how we treat other people? 

In effect, the choice is actually between worshipping work or worshipping 
God through our work. Ironically, when we cut God off from our work, or 
eating, or relationships… we end up not making those things subject to his 
control, and we allow those things to replace God at the centre of our 
decision-making, as the source of our identity and pride and sense of 
security. We worship the created thing rather than the creator. 

The reality is that work was never meant to be the source of all our desire 
and satisfaction. Until recently, human beings had to work to live. We grew 
our food, exchanged goods with others and built shelters and made clothes 
for basic survival. With increasing wealth in many parts of the world, we 
now have the privilege of living to work. Work has become the potential 
source of meaning and purpose, not merely the means of earning enough to 
survive. 

We need to be conscious of God as the one we truly work for, and ensure 
our work is brought under his sovereignty. We seek to serve him and others 
in and through our working. While we work, every activity, every 
encounter, every word spoken or written is offered to God in gratitude for 
the privilege of working for him and others. 

This is your spiritual worship, your true service.  

Make God the One whom you live for.  

Worship God, not your work. Worship God with your work.  

Worship God through your work. 

We need to escape from the pattern of the world, where worship is self-
focused. We need to be completely renewed in our thinking. We need to 
give our whole selves to God. 

We need to have a heart humbled ready to serve God and others. 



And there is no prescription for this. 

Jason and Jen were told there was a specific plan to be an excellent 
Christian, but that isn’t what Paul says. 

Paul says that when you offer yourself completely to God, he will reveal the 
next step. You will know what God’s will is, his good, pleasing and perfect 
will. 

And it will be different for each of us, because each of us is different. We 
have different skills, and experiences, and knowledge, and passions. 

You are the only ‘you’. Only you have the unique set of skills, and 
experiences, and knowledge, and passions to do the work which God has 
prepared for you to do. 

God will use us uniquely, if we are aligned with his purpose, to bring 
wholeness, to bring beauty, to bring justice, to bring the reconciliation of all 
things under Christ. 

 

Let’s pause and reflect: how does that make you think about your work 
differently? 

How will you live different as a result of what God has placed on your 
heart? 

 

Here is a definition of worship that I think really captures these two verses. 
It’s from William Temple, the head of the Anglican church in the 1940s: 

• 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; the purifying of imagination by His Beauty; the 
opening of the heart to His love; the surrender of will to His purpose – 
and all of this gathered up in adoration, the most selfless emotion of 
which our nature is capable and therefore the chief remedy for that 
self-centeredness which is our original sin and the source of all actual 
sin. 

Here we have the words from Scripture: the submission of our whole 
selves, the quickening of conscience, nourishment of mind, purifying of our 
imaginations, opening of our hearts, the surrender of our wills, to the point 
where our whole lives are an expression of our adoration of God. 

 

 

 

 



3 quick ideas for application: 

1. Start each day saying: “Good morning Jesus, how can we work 
together today?” That will orient yourself and your working to Jesus 
right from the start. 

2. Start reading your Bible watching out for how it talks about work. We 
typically read our Bibles through Plato’s eyes, elevating the spiritual 
over the physical stuff of work. The Bible itself is much more holistic. 

3. Find someone to be a buddy in exploring how your faith relates to 
your work. Pray for each other, talk about your work, and help each 
other see how God reveals himself in and through your work. 

 

Let me finish by praying through Eugene Petersen’s paraphrase of these 
verses in The Message. 

Please join me in prayer: 

So here’s what you want us to do, with your help God: Take our everyday, 
ordinary life—our sleeping, eating, going-to-work, and walking-around 
life—and place it before you as an offering. Embracing what you do for us is 
the best thing we can do for you. Lord, guard us from becoming so well-
adjusted to our culture that we fit into it without even thinking. Instead, fix 
our attention on you. In this way, please change us from the inside out. Help 
us to readily recognise what you want from us, and help us to quickly 
respond to it. We know that the culture around us, can drag us down to its 
level of immaturity, but you, God, bring the best out of us, developing well-
formed maturity in us. 

We ask particularly for the work that we do, paid or unpaid, wherever we 
focus our energies and passion… that you would take that work as our 
offering to you. That you will show us how we can work for you, with you, 
in your strength, and to the glory of your name. 

May we daily workship you. 

Amen. 


