
The Gospel in Romans: Romans 12:2 
INTRODUCTION 
1. What does gospel-centered sanctification look like? How does a growing understanding of the gospel help us live? 

 These are the kinds of questions Romans 12-15 (along with chapters 6-8) can help us answer. 

 There is no substitute to be found in Self-Help or Christian Living books for the divine instruction of this text. 
2. As we saw in 12:1, the daily experience of sanctification occurs on the basis of God’s mercies. 

 We work from grace, not for it. In other words, we obey God because we are justified, not in order to be. 

 The language on 12:2, even the form of the verbs Paul uses in this verse, will help us to further grasp this point. 
3. What Paul calls readers to in 12:1 is fleshed out here. How do we present our bodies as sacrifices? By applying 12:2. 

I. DO NOT BE CONFORMED TO THIS WORLD, BUT BE TRANSFORMED 
A. What Not To Do: Be Conformed to the World 

1. Biblical sanctification involves both putting off and putting on, things not to do and things to do. 

 In this case Paul begins with what not do to: do not be conformed to this world. 1Jn. 2:15-17 

 The world and its characteristics are incompatible & inappropriate for God’s children. Jn. 8:12, 23 
2. The world’s ways of thinking, speaking, acting, and living are opposed to God. Jn. 3:19-21; 15:18-25 

 God’s people have always been called to stand out from their culture and societal context. Lev. 18:3 

 The conformity of God’s people to the culture has been their sin. 2Ki. 17:15; Eze. 11:12; 1Co. 5:1-2 
3. Jesus calls us to a radically counter-cultural worldview and lifestyle. Matt. 5:13-16, 48; 6:5-8; 7:13-14 

 The reality is like swimming upstream against current; we are moving forward or being driven back. 

 There is no treading water, no neutrality when it comes to the anti-god culture of the world. 1:18-32 
B. What To Do: Be Transformed 

1. We are either being educated and shaped by the world’s values or by those of the Word of God. 

“Education is a word like ‘transmission’ or ‘inheritance’; it is not an object, but a method. It must mean the 
conveying of certain facts, views or qualities, to the last baby born. They might be the most trivial facts or the 
most preposterous views or the most offensive qualities; but if they are handed on from one generation to 
another they are education. 

“It is quaint that people talk about separating dogma from education. Dogma is actually the only thing that 
cannot be separated from education. It IS education. A teacher who is not dogmatic is simply a teacher who 
is not teaching.” –G. K. Chesterton, What’s Wrong with the World? 

 Most people think of education as a formal experience, but it happens every day, 24 hours a day. 

 Our minds, values, and emotions are continuously being influenced by the world around us. 
2. Consequently, we will either intentionally pursue spiritual renewal of the mind or it will never happen. 

 Holiness must become a conscious concern, an intentional priority, and a deliberate exercise. 

 You won’t become more like Jesus simply by the passage of time; it takes discipline. 1Tim. 4:7-8 
3. The word for transformed here is a Greek word you know: metamorfow (e.g. metamorphose).  

 It is the same Greek work Matthew and Mark use to describe Jesus’ transfiguration. (Mt. 17; Mk. 9) 

 We think about metamorphosis when a caterpillar becomes a butterfly, a radical transformation! 

 The alteration in our thinking, values, and behavior should be no less dramatic over time. 

II. BY THE RENEWAL OF YOUR MIND 
A. The World’s Affect on the Mind 

1. The world affects us by shaping and indoctrinating us inwardly which changes behavior externally. 

 Paul already highlighted the effects of sin on the human heart: futile and darkened. 1:21-25 

 The noetic effects of sin refer to the impairment of the human mind because of the Fall. 1Co. 2:14 
2. Paul warns us not to be conformed to this world, literally this age (ai)wn). 

 The people of the world live in light of the world, i.e. they think only of this moment, this age. 

 Their bucket list does not concern heavenly or eternal realities; they think only of this life. 
3. We are called to live not in light of this age, but in light of the age to come, the eternal state ahead. 

 Our minds should be continually renewed in view of what is ahead, not what is here and now. 

 Walking by faith involves living based on what is unseen, based on what God has said. Heb. 11:24-26 
4. Worldliness involves a mindset (or worldview) that is contrary and hostile to the biblical worldview. 
5. Do we see the world, ourselves, and reality in the way the world does or in the way God teaches? 



B. The Word’s Affect on the Mind 
1. People usually try to change by working from the outside in, changing habits rather than the heart. 

 This is not always inappropriate or unhelpful; sometimes external discipline is useful. (e.g. prayer life) 

 But there is a fundamental difference between changing habits and true, spiritual sanctification. 
2. If we misunderstand holiness as merely oriented around habits, we will quickly become legalists. 

 E.g. “I will be holy if I just read this much of the Bible, pray this long, or do these things each day.” 

 Self-imposed rules can easily lead to self-righteousness which makes us less like Jesus, not more. 
3. True holiness is not measured so much by what I do or do not do, though it certainly involves both. 

 Holiness is a matter of becoming more like Christ, being holy just as God is holy. 8:29; cf. Mt. 5:48 

 This involves our thoughts, values, feelings, and desires as much, if not far more, than our habits! 
4. The word is the Spirit’s instrument for renewing and re-training the mind to be like Christ. Eph. 6:17 

 As the word of God gradually re-shapes my thinking, my behavior and life will gradually change. 

 The more I see myself in the light of God’s grace and His will, the more my life will conform to it. 
5. The pattern for practical, progressive sanctification involves meditating continually on Christ. 2Co. 3:18 

 This passage in 2 Corinthians 3 specifically discusses looking at and understanding the OT Scriptures. 

 We see God’s glory revealed in Scripture, and the longer we look at it, the more we look like it. 

EXCURSUS ON THE IMPORTANCE OF PRESENT, IMPERATIVE, PASSIVE VERBS 
1. The two key verbs in this verse, susxhmatizesqe and metamorfousqe, are in present, imperative, passive form. 

 Technically, susxhmatizesqe is in passive/middle, but since metamorfousqe is in the passive and they stand in 
parallel in the verse, it is most likely the passive is to be understood in both cases. 

2. Do you remember your English grammar? Present tense, Imperative voice, Passive mood 

 Present tense refers to an action taking place right now that is ongoing. 

 Imperative voice refers to a command or entreaty. It commands action rather than describing it. 

 Passive mood refers to a subject receiving rather than performing action. Something is happening to him. 
3. We can scarcely overstate the importance of these three verbal aspects in properly understanding sanctification. 
4. PRACTICAL, PROGRESSIVE SANCTIFICATION IS A PRESENT TENSE EXPERIENCE. 

 We are either being conformed to this world or to Christ. We are advancing in holiness or declining in it. 

 Sanctification is something we continue to engage in. It is not a past tense event but a continuing experience. 
-Paul could have used the perfect tense to indicate a past act that continues to have impact in the present. 
-That is certainly true of our (positional) sanctification, but here we are thinking about progressive sanctification. 

5. PRACTICAL, PROGRESSIVE SANCTIFICATION IS A DIVINE IMPERATIVE (COMMAND) 

 Holiness is not optional. We can’t say, “I am justified through faith, not works; therefore, I don’t have to work!” 

 This is a perversion of the gospel of grace. We are not saved by works, but we are saved to do work! Eph. 2:8-10 

 Paul does not say, “Sit back and let it happen.” Sanctification involves our participation by faithful obedience. 

 Jesus is not only Savior; He is also Lord. That means He has the authority over and in our lives to command us. 
6. PRACTICAL, PROGRESSIVE SANCTIFICATION IS A PASSIVE RECEIVING OF ENABLING GRACE 

 This point may seem to contradict the last, but it doesn’t. Remember, these are three aspects of the same verbs. 

 The obedience of sanctification is resting in Christ, receiving the grace of God, yielding to His will, not ours. 

 Do I have a part to play? Absolutely! But a major part is getting out of the way and letting God re-shape us. 
-Please do not confuse this with the cliché, “Let go and let God!” That is just a silly saying, not Bible teaching. 
-But we do have to surrender our strength, will, and work to God and let Him do the work in us He commands. 

“And my whole hope is only in Thy exceeding great mercy. Give what Thou commandest, and command what Thou 
wilt.” –Augustine, Confessions IX.xxix 

 We depend on God’s grace not only to save us, but also to continue sanctifying us and conforming us to Christ. 

III. THAT BY TESTING YOU MAY DISCERN/PROVE WHAT IS THE WILL OF GOD, WHAT IS GOOD AND ACCEPTABLE AND PERFECT 
A. Discerning the Divine Will 

1. By resisting worldly conformity and being transformed by inward renewal, we prove the will of God. 

 What does this mean? It means God’s will get field-tested in our lives and proven genuine and good. 

 The proof is in the pudding, and the more we grow in holiness, the more we discover its value. 
2. This is not discovering what God’s will is without study but learning about God’s will by practice. 
3. We are invited to “taste and see that the Lord is good” (Ps. 34:8) by submitting to His will for our lives. 



“The word used here δοκιμάζω (dokimazo) is commonly applied to metals, to the operation of testing, or trying 
them by the severity of fire, etc. Hence, it also means to explore, investigate, ascertain. This is its meaning here. 
The sense is, that such a renewed mind is essential to a successful inquiry after the will of God. Having a 
disposition to obey him, the mind will be prepared to understand his precepts. There will be a correspondence 
between the feelings of the heart and his will; a nice tact or taste, which will admit his laws, and see the propriety 
and beauty of his commands. A renewed heart is the best preparation for studying Christianity; as a man who is 
temperate is the best suited to understand the arguments for temperance; the man who is chaste, has most clearly 
and forcibly the arguments for chastity, etc. A heart in love with the fashions and follies of the world is ill-suited 
to appreciate the arguments for humility, prayer, etc. ‘If any man will do his will, he shall know of the doctrine 
whether it be of God,’ Joh_7:17. The reason why the heart is renewed is that we may do the will of God: the heart 
that is renewed is best suited to appreciate and understand his will.” –A. Barnes, Notes on the Bible, s.v. Rom. 12:2 

B. Describing the Divine Will 
1. What will we find concerning the will of God? That it is good, pleasing (to Him), and perfect. 
2. God’s will is the way our lives are designed to work; we were made for His glory and to do His will. 
3. What is the chief end of man? Man’s chief end is to glorify God and enjoy Him forever. (WSC 1) 

 It is not miserable, grudging existence we are called to but a joyful, loving, celebration of God! 

 There is struggle, hardships, & heartaches, but if you don’t enjoy serving God, you’re doing it wrong. 
4. The will of God is not a burden to be borne but a blessing to be received, lived out, and enjoyed. 1Jn. 5:3 

 

PRAYER OF REFLECTION 

O God, we want to love You more. We want to please You. We know You are pleased with us in Christ, 

that because of His obedience, on the basis of His sacrifice, we are fully accepted, perfectly loved, and forever 

adopted as Your children. Help us not to think of holiness as a means of winning Your favor. Help us not to see 

our obedience and service as a means of obtaining justifying grace. But do help us see it rightly for what it is: 

an instrument of Your love and grace and goodness in our lives. Help us to recognize our dependence on You 

in all things, even our obedience, and help us to rest in Your work and work in the power and promise of it. 

We pray that You would be glorified in all things, Lord, and that we would enjoy You forever. 

In Jesus’ name. Amen. 


