Romans: The Gospel In Action

Week 6: Sacrificial Living

March 17, 2013
GETTING THINGS STARTED
· What’s the biggest sacrifice you’ve made in the past week or past month?  What was the result or outcome of your sacrifice?

· When do you usually find it most difficult to make a sacrifice?

· How can sacrifices help us develop Christ-like character?

Sometimes we make sacrifices because we love another person or because someone else has made a sacrifice for us.  Sometimes we do it because we know we’ll gain favor down the road.  God calls us to lead lives that point people back to Jesus, and one of the ways we do this is by being a “living sacrifice.”  It’s a fascinating idea that the Apostle Paul presents in the passage we’re studying for this week’s lesson.

Read Romans 12:1-2 (nlt)
1And so, dear brothers and sisters, I plead with you to give your bodies to God because of all He has done for you.  Let them be a living and holy sacrifice—the kind He will find acceptable.  This is truly the way to worship Him. 2Don’t copy the behavior and customs of this world, but let God transform you into a new person by changing the way you think. Then you will learn to know God’s will for you, which is good and pleasing and perfect.
This is a well-known passage of Scripture.  It’s a short passage, packed with great theological insight.  Romans 12 features Paul offering some very practical and “everyday” examples of how God’s righteousness extends to us and through us.

The practical implications of this section appear immediately.  Paul makes an appeal to his audience, an appeal based on God’s mercy to us.  Paul says that because God has shown us so much mercy, we are gratefully to respond with total devotion.  When Paul says that we are to offer our bodies as living sacrifices, he is bringing to mind the Old Testament sacrificial system.  Sacrifices were offered in the Temple to atone for sins.  With Christ paying the penalty for our sins on the cross, a sacrifice is no longer needed.  Instead, Paul calls us to offer our very lives (“bodies” means more than just our physical bodies) to God, not as a one-time sacrifice, but as a daily sacrifice that lives as a testimony to God’s grace and mercy.  This is how we worship God!

Part of how this sacrifice works itself out in a practical manner is breaking out of the pattern of this world.  When we conform to the pattern of the world around us, we are being shaped to fit a mold that looks exactly the opposite of the shape God intends for his children.  By conforming to God’s pattern, we put ourselves in position to be used by God according to His will.  When we do so, we will actually be able to put God’s will and plan to work in our lives, which is what Paul means about testing God’s will.

This is our last lesson in the book of Romans. Let’s spend a few minutes discovering how the verses we just read are practical in our lives.
1. God wants us to surrender daily

· What do you think Paul means in verse 1 when he urges us to offer our lives as sacrifices?

· Why is surrender an ongoing process?  Why can’t we just make a decision one day to fully live for God and never again have to worry about that decision?

· Why is the sacrifice of our lives to God a fitting response to the mercy God has shown us?

· We often understand worship as only something we do in church, especially the songs we sing.  What does this verse say about worship and how it is much more than that?  (Compare NIV to New King James Version concerning the word “worship”)

What does God expect of His children?  God expects us to follow Him. God expects our devotion.  God expects us to sacrifice our lives joyfully, in order to live in His ways.  It’s more than just listing your religious view on your Facebook® profile. God is not interested in our hollow words or empty promises.  God wants our lives!  And God alone is suited to take them and use them in a way that is best for us and brings glory to Himself.
2. God wants to transform the way we think and act

· What are some of the main things the world values?  What’s important to our culture?

· Why is it often easier and simpler to follow our culture’s values and standards instead of pursuing God’s values and standards? 

· One of the definitions of conform is “to be or become similar in form to.”  Why is it important that a Christ-follower not become similar in form to the pattern of the world?

· What does the renewing of our minds have to do with not becoming like the world and instead staying true to Christ?

· Why does the process of transformation begin with how we think?

When we offer our lives as sacrifices to God, we can no longer have any allegiance or affection for this world.  Our ways have to be patterned after God’s ways.  When we do this, we find out that our lives will be more and more in tune with God’s will for us personally and for God’s kingdom.
3. God has a remarkable plan for our lives

· The word test can mean seeing how something might work as it is practically applied.  How does this apply in your life as it comes to knowing and living out God’s will for you?

· Why is it impossible to be conformed to this world and still be able to live out God’s will for your life?

· What confidence do you take from God’s plan being “pleasing and perfect” for your life?

When we fully pattern ourselves after God, we will see our lives pursuing his will. We will be able to test—to put to use for ourselves—God’s plan for us. And we will begin to see how much more meaningful God’s plan is than any plan we could devise.
ADDITIONAL DISCUSSION
Philippians 1:27-30 (nlt)
27Above all, you must live as citizens of heaven, conducting yourselves in a manner worthy of the Good News about Christ.  Then, whether I come and see you again or only hear about you, I will know that you are standing together with one spirit and one purpose, fighting together for the faith, which is the Good News. 28Don’t be intimidated in any way by your enemies.  This will be a sign to them that they are going to be destroyed, but that you are going to be saved, even by God Himself. 29For you have been given not only the privilege of trusting in Christ but also the privilege of suffering for Him. 30We are in this struggle together.  You have seen my struggle in the past, and you know that I am still in the midst of it.
· Read Philippians 1:27-30.  The idea that we would pattern ourselves after Christ is consistent with acting as people who live out their faith.  What does it mean to conduct yourself in a manner worthy of the gospel, as Paul writes in verse 27?
· The idea of standing together with other Christ-followers is important.  Why is it easier to resist conforming to our culture’s pattern if we have fellow Christ-followers to stand with us?

APPLICATION

· What influences in your life most commonly lead you to act like “the world”?  How can you limit the power of these influences?  What changes can you make?

· What are some qualities of people who conform to God’s pattern?  What do these people do?  What do they not do?  How do they think?  What are their habits?

· What would it take for you to choose one of these characteristics and seek this week to embrace it?

· What are some specific ways you can continue or begin letting God transform your mind?  What influences might help you think in ways that are more focused on God and God’s values and priorities?

SUMMARY 
God has a plan for each of us.  But we have to be on board.  We have to identify with God and prepare ourselves to be on his mission.  This happens when we cease to live like the world and instead seek to live like God.  It’s a conscious, mindful decision that involves a giving up of our will, our actions, our lives.  When we do this, when we submit our lives to God’s leading, we are able to know and experience God’s will for our lives.  This lesson helps us grasp this concept—the idea of a willful turning away from patterning our lives after the world—and challenges us to follow through with it.

For Keeps [Memory Verse]

Don’t copy the behavior and customs of this world, but let God transform you into a new person by changing the way you think.  Then you will learn to know God’s will for you, which is good and pleasing and perfect (Romans 12:2 NLT).
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