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Text:  “Do not be conformed to this world, but transformed by the renewing of your minds, so that you may discern what is the will of God—what is good and acceptable and perfect” (Romans 12:2).


Over the next several weeks, we are going to focus our attention on four of the Lenten themes in Paul’s letter to the Church at Rome. As I mentioned two weeks ago, there is a definite pattern that is present in the Letters of Paul. Paul begins his letter to the church at Rome with a word of salutation (Romans 1:1-15), in which he sends greetings to the people who constituted this body of believers. In Romans 1:16-17, Paul states the purpose of the letter:  “For I am not ashamed of the gospel; it is the power of God for salvation to everyone who has faith, to the Jew first and also to the Greek. For in it the righteousness of God is revealed through faith for faith; as it is written, ‘The one who is righteous will live by faith.’”


Having stated the purpose the letter, Paul follows this with a section in which he presents the Christian gospel (Romans 1:18-11:36), which is the doctrinal content of the letter. In Romans, Paul reaches the maturity of his understanding of faith. He demonstrates the great power of the gospel, the notion that salvation comes not from human works but by grace through faith. In this theological or doctrinal section, Paul speaks of what God has done for us in Christ (5:1-21), and our freedom from sin (6:12-23). In Chapter 8 he lays out for us the most powerful statement of the Christian hope in the New Testament—that nothing, not even death itself, can separate us from the love of God in Christ (8:1-39). In Chapters 9-11, Paul also deals with the special question of the Jews as the chosen people of God.

I want to focus on Romans 12-15 over these next four weeks. As is Paul’s custom in all his letters, he follows his section of doctrine with a section on the Christian life. In these Sundays of Lent we will look at questions that are as critical for us today as they were in the days of Paul.  How do Christians deal with the state in which they live? How do we live without passing judgment on other people, avoiding instances in which our behavior becomes a stumbling block for others? And lastly, what is the responsibility of the strong for the weak?

I.


So let us begin at the point where Paul begins, with a summary of the Christian life. This is how he puts it:  “Do not be conformed to this world, but be transformed by the renewing of your minds, so that you may discern what is the will of God—what is good and acceptable and perfect” (Romans 12:20).

Now, one thing needs to be said up front. Very often, as we read this section, we are led to believe that Paul separates his doctrinal thoughts from his ethical ones. Nothing could be further from the truth. This section on ethics is not separate from his section about the faith. Throughout his writings on the faith, he emphasizes that faith influences ethics and in his ethical section, he points out that ethics cannot be separated from faith.

Several years ago Harvey Cox, a professor at Harvard Divinity School, wrote an intriguing article in the Atlantic Monthly entitled “The Warring Visions of the Religious Right” in which he recounted a visit he had made to Regent University in Virginia Beach, Virginia, a school built by the television evangelist Pat Robertson. When Cox arrived on campus he found 1400 students attending a thriving university, a seminary, a medical school, a business school, and a pharmaceutical school. The purpose of these schools was to train Christian leaders—not just ministers, but lay people who would live as professionals in a Christian manner.
Now, of course, there is nothing new about this notion. The Society of Jesus, the Jesuits, as they are called in the Roman Catholic Church, was founded in A.D. 1540 for the same purpose. The same is true of Cox’s own school, Harvard University, Princeton University, and Yale. All of these schools were founded by protestant groups to train ministers and other Christian leaders. The great problem for these universities, Cox observed, was secularism and religious pluralism. In the case of Harvard, it was the appearance of Quakers from Pennsylvania who could not affirm the religious beliefs of the college. So finally Harvard did what almost every other private church college has done—it stripped itself of its religious heritage. But as Cox notes, the problem today is the problem of morality or ethics. Many of these schools have honor codes or other codes of conduct, but it is not clear what drives the conduct. Pretty soon, Cox observes, ethics becomes a matter of personal preference.

The Apostle Paul was not so deceived. He understood that faith and ethics were one.
II.


So the great question before us this morning is the question of how God calls us to live. If it is true that these two verses at the beginning of Romans 12 summarize the Christian life, then what is the summary of the life to which we are called?


The first is that we are called to live as a community that bears witness to and is sustained by God’s grace. Karl Barth, in his  Shorter Commentary on Romans, points out that we are called to live lives not in conformity to the world, but to be transformed by the renewing of our minds. This is possible, says Barth, because we have left this world behind. We are called to share in the resurrection of Jesus and are able to live in light of the will of God. This is possible because of God’s mercy, which calls us to present our bodies as living sacrifices, holy, and acceptable to God.  The reason that we are called to do this is because this is what God has done for us. He has presented his son Jesus Christ as a living sacrifice, holy, and acceptable to God.


At the end of the day the church, if it is to be the church, must declare with clarity, conviction, and without equivocation that we believe that Jesus Christ is the decisive revelation of God. Jesus Christ is the light of the world that outshines every other light.

Several years ago I was approached by the headmaster of one of the private schools in Charlotte, who was a friend of mine. He asked me if I would preach the Baccalaureate sermon at the school which would be held here in this church. I told him I would be happy to do so. He did, however, offer one caveat. He said to me, “Bill, I just need to tell you that there will be a number of people present who are not Christians and I would appreciate it you would not mention the name of God or Jesus Christ.” Now, I have to be honest with you. I don’t have two files of sermons, one of which is rooted in my faith as a Christian, and  the other filled with general words of wisdom that might be helpful to all people, of all or no faiths.

So, surely part of what Paul is calling us to be is a Christian community that is not ashamed of the gospel, that believes in the power of God for salvation for “everyone who has faith, to the Jew first and also to the Greek” (Romans 1:16).
III.


The second aspect of the life to which we are called in Jesus Christ is a life of service to God by which we use the gifts that God has given to us.  That is what it means to fulfill the will of God.  The will of God, which we ought to know, and which distinguishes us from the world, is that we are to conduct our lives in the church in service to God. That is the purpose of the section in Romans 12:3-8. In speaking of the church, Paul uses the metaphor of the “Body of Christ,” as he does in I Corinthians. Like the Body, the church is one. But also like the human body, it is made up of different parts.

Paul goes on to speak of the different gifts that are part of the church:  prophecy, ministry, teaching, exhortation, and giving in generosity. The point that Paul makes is that God’s grace is not divided. It is one and the same for all.  But God’s grace is manifest in different ways in different lives.

Two weeks ago we held a funeral service in this church for Julie Rayburn, who was a member of this church for a number of years. Julie was born with Down’s syndrome and lived with that condition for 57 years.  And yet, in spite of what many people would classify as a disability, she was able to carry on an effective relationship with many people in this church, sending birthday cards, sympathy cards, and befriending many people in many ways. In the days before and after her memorial service I received a number of notes and emails from people who shared with me what Julie had meant to them.

One family from Houston, Texas shared an incident with me that took place some years ago when Julie’s father was serving as the minister of a church there. It was during the time in the Presbyterian Church when there was a debate regarding the admittance of children to participate in taking the sacrament of the Lord’s Supper. Apparently, it was the first time that communion was being served to children, and Julie was sitting with her mother. Julie took a piece of the bread and after the plate was passed down the row of pews, Julie asked her mother, “Why are we taking a piece of bread?” Her mother wisely responded by saying, “It shows us God’s love for us.” “Oh,” said Julie, “I wish I had taken more of it.”

After the memorial service for Julie, several parents whose children also demonstrate different needs, said to me that they hoped our church would always be a church that had a place for every person.

I believe that is part of the transforming humanity that God calls us to be—a church with a place for every person. This morning we heard about the needs of children at Westerly Hills Elementary School. That ministry is part of a larger ministry for children that includes a Weekday School, a Child Development Center and a host of other outreach programs including the Freedom School and the Camp Grier Program. 


Surely, that is what Paul calls us to be when he reminds us that we are not to be conformed to this world but transformed by the renewal of our minds.


Someone once asked me if I thought there would always be a Presbyterian Church like this one in downtown Charlotte. I told them I did not know for sure, but that I did know this. There would always be people in this place, and that God would always love them.


The only question is whether he will love them through us.


Amen!
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