
Romans 12:1-2 Sermon for 10.30am at Methodist Covenant service 

 

Today’s reading from Romans contains some of the most challenging words in the Bible.  If we take it 
seriously, this is life-changing stuff.  But it can also be difficult to comprehend fully what it actually 
means in practice.  It is a really appropriate reading for the start of a new year, when we re-dedicate 
yourselves to God’s service for 2020. 

Those of you who are familiar with Paul’s letter to the Roman church will know that this reading 
marks a turning point in the letter.  Paul has done a load of theology, and now he wants to see what 
this means in practice to the people of God.  For Paul, there is never a divide between theology and 
how it is played out in real life.  Yet, this is a trap we can often fall into, in that we hear things at 
Church, or read our bibles, without it ever affecting Monday morning life.  We don’t mean to do it, 
but what we read and hear just somehow doesn’t penetrate.  We end up living spiritually split lives – 
one life where we know our theology, and the other one where we know how we should live. One 
where we think God is in charge, in theory at least; and then the other where in practice we keep 
God’s influence on our lives in a sort of box. 

Today’s reading blows that all apart.  Paul is knitting the two together.  The theology drives the 
everyday life.  Paul has spent ages talking about how, whatever background we are from – that’s all 
his talk of Jews and gentiles – we are all followers of Jesus because of God’s mercy.  There is no 
distinction.  We aren’t better or worse than anyone else.  We are all the subjects and recipients of 
divine mercy and grace.  Whereas we might nod at this, it actually leads Paul at the end of chapter 
11 to write a hymn of praise to God about how amazing it is and how above human reasoning this 
divine wisdom is.  If you’ve never felt like that, then maybe go home and read Romans from cover to 
cover and follow Paul’s argument. 

And so, we arrive at today’s reading.  Paul begins with the word, ‘Therefore’, linking what he’s about 
to say to God’s mercy and his hymn of praise and wonder about what God has done.  It is because of 
God’s mercies – plural in the original – all these mercies that Paul has already described, that we are 
motivated towards the holiness that he is starting to talk about.  Paul is simply saying that our 
Christian lives should be holy, not to win favour with God or to make God beholden to us, but 
instead, as an appropriate and rational response to the mercies that God has already shown us.  And 
Paul is going to go on to describe what this looks like.   

Verse one draws on Old Testament imagery from the animal sacrifices that the Israelites were to 
offer in the tabernacle and later in the temple.  He’s already used this in Romans 6 where he points 
out that we either offer ourselves to God or to sin – but never something in between.  Everything we 
do or think is an offering to something.  Maybe just stop and think for a second about that…   

Every moment of anger and frustration, every moment of lust, every falsehood, every single time we 
are selfish or manipulative or uncaring; every thing we do is an offering, either to God or to 
ourselves.  Every single thing is a signal, not of a slightly imperfect life that God is benevolent enough 
to forgive, but instead is a signal of who we are worshipping and who we are rebelling against.  The 
Israelites took a sacrifice and offered it to God.  It was burned with fire.  In this imagery, Paul is 
saying that every moment of our lives is an offering.  Every moment is burned up instantly and 
offered to something.  His question is – was that moment offered to God, or to sin?  And the answer 
will tell us who we really worship. 



For Paul, we offer our lives to God and those lives must be holy and pleasing.  Again, this harks back 
to the animal sacrifices where the animal you offered had to be perfect.  What would it say to God if 
you offered the limping lamb, or the mangy bull, or the thinnest and weakest of doves?  Our lives are 
the same.  The attitude that says, we just need to be good enough and God will be OK with that, is 
not going to fly.  What are we thinking if we offer up a mangy life that limps along?  What are we 
saying to God if we are the content to be the thinnest of the followers of Jesus? 

I know this is challenging and downright impossible stuff, but for Paul, this impossible standard is 
simply the rational thing to do.  This is our true and proper worship.  The word for ‘proper’ worship 
is ‘Logikos’.  It’s just the logical thing to do based on how much God has done for us.  This verse 
basically tells us there’s no middle ground.  We automatically offer every moment to something or 
someone, and it’s only logical to offer everything we are and everything we have and every moment 
we spend on earth to God! 

What does this proper worship look like?  It looks like verse 2.  It looks like we aren’t conformed to 
the world around us, adopting its standards and letting it squeeze us into its mould.  It is being 
transformed, literally metamorphed, like a caterpillar into a butterfly, by God’s renewing of us.  The 
words in this verse ‘conform’ and ‘transform’ are actually synonyms in Greek.  We are either 
metamorphed into the pattern of the world, or metamorphed into God’s pattern – again, there’s no 
middle ground.  We are either citizens of heaven or citizens of earth.  You can’t be a caterpillar and a 
butterfly at the same time – when a butterfly leaves its cocoon, its caterpillar life is gone never to 
return. 

This metamorphosis is what enables us to see and know God’s will.  Following God isn’t all about 
rules and regulations, but instead, it’s all about God’s good, pleasing and perfect will.  A transformed 
life with a renewed mind leaves us able to see past only rules and regulations to what God’s will 
really is.  I’m not saying that we can ignore God’s rules and regulations, but it’s the difference 
between rigidly and solemnly mapping out the obstacles to avoid, and being so transformed by God 
that we are instead dancing in the spaces. 

So what does this metamorphosis look like and how do we get there?   

So far, this is a really difficult sermon.  I’ve set an impossible bar and I’ve suggested a change that 
few of us can even picture never mind accomplish!  The key thing to remember is the background of 
God’s mercies.  This isn’t an excuse for us not to care, but a safety net for when we fall.  Everything I 
have said is said on the basis that God has already saved us and forgiven us because of Jesus.  The 
extent to which we embrace our place within God’s mercy will probably govern the extent to which 
our response is one of worship.  So let’s not beat ourselves up but try to see afresh what Paul is 
talking about. 

I think the easiest way for me to explain what I think is meant by this transformation by the 
renewing of our minds, is to use the image of the butterfly again.  You’ll have to forgive the 
limitations of the metaphor though.  

To a caterpillar, everything looks like twigs and leaves.  Twigs are a mode of transport and leaves are 
breakfast, dinner and tea and also a good place to hide.  If you tried to tell a caterpillar about the 
rest of the world, it wouldn’t understand, because its world is twigs and leaves.  They govern its 
thinking, its motivation and its desire. 

One day, that caterpillar is transformed.  It looks different.  It feels different.  It acts differently.  
Twigs and leaves still exist and are still important, but now the butterfly understands bushes, trees, 



clouds, birds. It experiences the rush of the wind, the pull of gravity, the freedom of flight, the scent 
of flowers.  The butterfly could land on a leaf and pretend to be a caterpillar, trying to do all the 
things it used to, but it would no longer fit with who it is.  The transformation is complete and it 
can’t go back.  Imagine the terribly sad state of a butterfly who believed it was still a caterpillar – all 
that potential, all that freedom, and it remains sat chomping on a leaf. 

This is what Paul is saying here.  Imagine following Jesus, being a citizen of heaven, metamorphing 
into something completely different, and yet living as if the leaf is all that matters still.  Imagine 
trying to offer God a life which is content to just exist on the same twig when God offers so much 
more.  A butterfly doesn’t worship its creator by pretending to be a caterpillar, and neither do we 
present ourselves as offerings to pleasing to God when we say we are butterflies in his Kingdom, but 
behave as caterpillars.   

Let’s accept the transformation.  Let’s duck and dive in the joy of heaven rather than the dross of 
earth.  Let’s soar on the currents of eternity rather than being just stuck in the concerns and petty 
ambitions of now.  Let’s flutter on the blooms of God’s gifts rather than worrying about whether a 
particular leaf will sustain us.  Let’s alight in God’s mercies and be the Christians we were made to 
be; free from our past, and free to worship God in the only way that seems logical given our new 
transformation.  Amen. 

 


