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“Welcome One Another
 Just as Christ Has Welcomed You” 

Diocese of West Texas, Fall 2009
Study and Reflection Session 8
“Prove through testing what is the will of God”    
(Rom 12:1-21)

The Passage: New Revised Standard Version Translation
Romans 12:1 I appeal to you therefore, brothers and sisters, by the mercies of God, to present your bodies as a living sacrifice, holy and acceptable to God, which is your spiritual worship. 2 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. 
3 For by the grace given to me I say to everyone among you not to think of yourself more highly than you ought to think, but to think with sober judgment, each according to the measure of faith that God has assigned. 4 For as in one body we have many members, and not all the members have the same function, 5 so we, who are many, are one body in Christ, and individually we are members one of another. 6 We have gifts that differ according to the grace given to us: prophecy, in proportion to faith; 7 ministry, in ministering; the teacher, in teaching; 8 the exhorter, in exhortation; the giver, in generosity; the leader, in diligence; the compassionate, in cheerfulness. 
9 Let love be genuine; hate what is evil, hold fast to what is good; 10 love one another with mutual affection; outdo one another in showing honor. 11 Do not lag in zeal, be ardent in spirit, serve the Lord. 12 Rejoice in hope, be patient in suffering, persevere in prayer. 13 Contribute to the needs of the saints; extend hospitality to strangers. 
14 Bless those who persecute you; bless and do not curse them. 15 Rejoice with those who rejoice, weep with those who weep. 16 Live in harmony with one another; do not be haughty, but associate with the lowly; do not claim to be wiser than you are. 17 Do not repay anyone evil for evil, but take thought for what is noble in the sight of all. 18 If it is possible, so far as it depends on you, live peaceably with all. 19 Beloved, never avenge yourselves, but leave room for the wrath of God; for it is written, “Vengeance is mine, I will repay, says the Lord.” 20 No, “if your enemies are hungry, feed them; if they are thirsty, give them something to drink; for by doing this you will heap burning coals on their heads.” 21 Do not be conquered by evil, but conquer evil with good.

A Translation for Study, with Commentary  
Paul’s argument in chapters 12-15 shifts to provide concrete moral encouragement to the house churches in Rome. Paul builds on many earlier passages to which there are thematic links. He addresses those who have been justified by the “faithfulness of Jesus Christ” (3:21-31) and who are now baptized into Christ’s death, presenting themselves to God as instruments of God’s justice (6:1-23) as they are led by the Spirit (8:1-17). He offers the divided house churches in Rome some specific suggestions on how to live together peaceably as a sign to the world of God’s ultimate plan to make Jews and Gentiles into one faithful people in Christ.  

Romans 12:1 Therefore, I encourage you, brothers and sisters, through the mercies of God, to present your bodies as a sacrifice – living, holy, and well pleasing to God – which is your reasoned [logikēn] service [latreia]. 2 Do not be conformed to this age, but be transformed by the renewing of your minds, so that you may prove through testing [dokimazein] what is the will of God, what is good and well pleasing and mature. 
In 12:1-2 Paul draws again on cultic metaphors, this time calling believers to offer their own bodies as a living sacrifice. The sacrifice is “living” and metaphorical: they are to “walk in newness of life” (6:4) by imagining specific ways of living in the world that they think will conform to the pattern of Christ’s faithfulness. Each person in the Christian community dedicates his or her life to serving God by living the “entirety of their embodied existence in the world” according to the pattern of Christ’s faithfulness and making “the hard choices that come with the limits of finite humanity” (Grieb, p. 118). Christians are to offer their individual bodies in service to God, always remembering the mercies of God, who, in great kindness, accepts these offerings of service in daily life, imperfect though they may be. Through our embodied actions in the world, we demonstrate that Jesus is our one Lord. As Katherine Grieb puts it, “[w]hat we do with our lives, our embodied existence and the materiality of daily decision making, inevitably reveals the extent of the lordship of Jesus Christ in our lives” (p. 119).

Paul says this bodily offering by individuals is part of a process of “reasoned service” (logikēn latreian).  The Greek word logikēn is related to our English word “logic.” Paul is talking about a process of reasoning that identifies concrete ways of serving God. This process of discernment takes place in the gathered Christian community. The Greek latreia , normally translated as “worship,” signifies service in the Jewish temple. Elsewhere, Paul uses the verb form of latreia to make this point (see Rom 1:9, 25). 
In this collective practice of moral reasoning in the gathered congregation, the one “body of Christ” comes together to determine collectively and retrospectively which actions are bearing fruit through the power of God and which ones are not (see Rom 6:22). As they reason and deliberate together on the impact of their behavior, they “prove through testing” (dokimazein) which actions are finding favor with God. As they identify conduct that is mediating God’s power for new life to the world, they also gain insight about what future behavior might also be pleasing to God in similar situations. 
Community members must be intentional about conforming themselves to the pattern of the “faithfulness of Jesus Christ,” rather than acting in ways that reflect patterns of behavior that characterize “this age” – that is to say, the world around them. This highlights what is called Paul’s “two age thinking.” He recognizes that with Christ’s advent in the world, a new age of life and peace through the power of God has dawned, even if that new age where God’s power reigns in the world is not yet complete. The followers of Jesus – those “in Christ” – inhabit God’s new age and continue to make that new age manifest to others through the power of God that brings new life to the world through their Christ-like actions. For Paul, life in the new age calls for two things. First, it is reasoning and living with a “renewed mind” (specifically, the “mind of Christ” – see 1 Cor 2:16 and Phil 2:5-11). Thinking with the mind of Christ leads believers to discern actions pleasing to God. Second, the renewed mind also helps believers avoid actions through which the powers of Sin and Death prevail for destruction in “this age.” These latter actions are those that are not “holy” but, instead, conform to the norms and values that prevail in the world around them. 

Notice that “proof through testing” is an essential part of the process of renewing the mind. That is to say, the more the community “reasons” together to discern what conduct conforms to the will of God, the more confident the believer becomes that the pattern of faithfulness revealed in Christ is the pathway to new life through the power of God. This process also points out that any time believers take action, they do so in faith rather than with certainty. It is only in hindsight that God’s power, working through particular Christ-like behavior, can be discerned.      

Paul uses this Greek word dokimazein (“proof through testing”) in most of his letters to signify this reflective community practice of moral deliberation (see, for example 1 Thess 5:21-22; Phil 1:9-11; 1 Cor 3:13; 2 Cor 13:5). His regular use of dokimazein to describe this practice of spiritual discernment suggests that he teaches every congregation how to “prove through testing” what is the will of God.  
 
3 For by the power of God for life [charis] given to me, I say to everyone among you not to think of yourself more highly than it is necessary to think, but to think ever more wisely, each according to the measure of faithfulness that God has been apportioning.


4 For as in one body we have many members, and not all the members have the same practice [praxis], 5 so we, who are many, are one body in Christ, and individually we are members one of another. 6 We have the gifts of God’s power for newness of life [charismata] that differ according to God’s power for life [charis] given to us: prophecy, according to the analogy of faithfulness; 7 service, in serving; the teacher, in teaching; 8 the encourager, in encouragement; the giver, in generosity; the leader, in devotion; the one showing mercy, in cheerfulness.
Paul makes it clear that living together in a community with a “renewed mind” means being realistic about how much or how little God has empowered each member of the group and how that empowerment might best be employed for the benefit of the entire congregation. It means understanding that the various members of the one body of Christ have different “practices” (praxis). Thus, “faithfulness” is fully contextual to each individual and their diverse settings in the world and in the church. That is what makes community discernment of the will of God in each person’s life – engaging in the process of “proof through testing” – so important. The entire group serves as a sounding board for someone considering whether a particular action will conform to the pattern of Christ’s faithfulness. This is not what some call moral “relativism,” since each member of the group is firmly committed to think with the mind of Christ and act only in ways that will demonstrate the faithfulness of Jesus Christ lived out in the daily lives of the members of the community. 

Notice also in 12:6-8 that Paul clearly says that the gifts of God’s power for newness of life are experienced by people “in” the particular actions taken by community members. The power of God for newness of life is experienced in the community through particular actions that are divinely affirmed as they bear fruit and bring life to others. The Greek word charismata (the plural form of the Greek charism used in Rom 5:15, 16 and 6:23) is often translated as “spiritual gifts.” That translation is probably deficient for two reasons. First, as we saw in Rom 1:11, Paul adds the Greek word pneumatikon (“spiritual”) when he wants to suggest the spiritual nature of a particular experience of God’s power that brings new life. Second, the popular translation “spiritual gifts” also implies that the “gifts” are given to individuals who possess them in some way. Instead, they are better seen as experiences of God’s gift of power for new life that are mediated to the community through the particular “practices” of members of the community. It may be true that some people are frequently the vehicles of God’s power for new life, but that does not mean that they possess the power. This understanding of charismata also insures that no one thinks more highly of themselves than is necessary (12:3).   

9 Let love be unhypocritical; hate what is evil, hold fast to what is good; 10 love one another dearly as family, preferring to honor one another. 11 Do not lag in devotion, be ardent in spirit, serve the Lord. 12 Rejoice in hope, endure in tribulation, persevere in prayer. 13 Partner with the needs of the holy ones; seek to befriend the stranger.

14 Bless those who persecute you; bless and do not curse them. 15 Rejoice with those who rejoice, weep with those who weep. 16 Think the same thing toward one another, not thinking exalted things, but associating with the lowly, not claiming to be wiser than you are. 17 Do not repay anyone evil for evil, but take thought for what is noble in the sight of all. 18 If it is possible, so far as it depends on you, live peaceably with all. 19 Beloved, never avenge yourselves, but leave room for the wrath of God; for it is written, “Vengeance is mine, I will repay, says the Lord.” 20 No, “if your enemies are hungry, feed them; if they are thirsty, give them something to drink; for by doing this you will heap burning coals on their heads.” 21 Do not be conquered by evil, but conquer evil with good.

Interpreters often contend that this section of the letter is standard moral instruction that has little continuity of thought or connection to the issues challenging the churches in Rome. We disagree and remind readers of our working thesis that the letter addresses disputes between Jewish and Gentile Christians in Rome over practice and belief.

Throughout these verses, Paul encourages the believer to live humbly, identifying with the needs of others: “rejoice with those who rejoice and weep with those who weep” (12:15; see also 1 Cor 12:26) and “love one another dearly as family, preferring to honor one another” (Rom 12:10). That means placing the interests of others ahead of one’s own interests (compare Phil 2:6-11). 
These commitments to mutuality are not simply emotional, but practical as well. In 12:13 Paul exhorts them to “partner with the needs of the holy ones,” thereby promoting the radical Christian virtue of sharing possessions in the community as need arises (compare Acts 2:42-47). From other letters, we know that Paul was actively involved in taking up a collection from his Gentile churches for the poor Christians in Jerusalem (see, for example, 2 Cor 8:1-15). Similarly, echoing the teaching of Jesus, Paul encourages the members of the churches in Rome not to seek retribution: “do not repay anyone evil for evil” (12:17) and “pray for those who persecute you” (12:14). He implores them to do everything possible to live peaceably with others (12:18), all the while recognizing that living peacefully with others requires both sides to participate. In all these ways, suggests Paul, believers will manifest the mind of Christ and partner with God in “conquering evil” rather than being “conquered” by evil (see 12:21).  

In these verses, we might say Paul is helping us visualize specific ways to think and act with the “renewed” mind of Christ, conforming our actions to his pattern of faithfulness in obedience to God and proving through testing which actions conform to God’s will because they bear fruit, bringing new life to the world.  

Questions for Reflection 

1. Identify some ways you have recently been tempted to “conform to this age” in your daily life and work. Can you name any specific experiences from the past that provide you with a precedent for ways to avoid conforming to “this age”? Can you identify specific experiences from the past that transformed you and “renewed” your mind so that you now think with the mind of Christ? Have these past experiences given you confidence about how to conform your actions to the pattern of Christ’s faithfulness? If so, how?
2. Identify some specific, recent situations where you saw God’s power working through something you did to bring new life to others.
3. Tell a story about a time recently when you expected God’s power to work through something you did to benefit others – because it had happened that way in the past – but it did not. 
4. Tell a story about a time when other people helped you see that God was working through you when you could not. Did that experience inform your later actions in similar situations? If so, how? Be specific.
5. Tell a story about a time when you experienced the power of God that brings newness of life “in” someone’s teaching; “in” someone’s encouragement; “in” someone’s generosity; “in” the devotion of someone’s leadership of a group. In each case, does God’s power bring newness of life through every action taken by that person? 
6. Tell a story about a time when you responded generously to someone you considered an “enemy” in such a way that the person’s heart was transformed and the person grew closer to you? 
