
1 

 

Romans 12 (1-2) – Developing Godly Emotions 

 

Every person has a mind, a will, and emotions. Some people say that these three things are what 

the Bible calls the soul, some say that it is the heart, and there are other ideas about this as well. 

But in any event, no one denies that every person has these three facets as part of their person, 

their “self”. It makes no real difference whether or not we can put them into a neat category, and 

we know that the Bible speaks about them all. If you can see yourself in those terms, you can see 

what this text teaches us to do with these facets in order to experience God’s will in our lives.  

 

In this text, we see that God has a pattern for developing your emotions. We are called to submit 

our will, renew our mind, and test our emotions. When we will learn to test our emotions, instead 

of instantly trusting our emotions, we will develop not only a general emotional stability, but a 

godly ability to process and use our emotions in times of crisis.  

 

When it comes to your growth, your mind, will, and emotions are often involved in a cycle, 

which this text gives us a picture of. You are submitting your will, in that you have and are 

continuing to present yourself as a living sacrifice. It is your will being submitted to God’s will 

as an act of spiritual worship. And you are trying to not be conformed to the pattern of this 

world, because you have been given a new mind in Christ, and you are in the process of 

renewing your mind around His truth. And you are being transformed, and your emotions are 

changing as you continue in His word, seeking His will.  

 

Still, now that you are being transformed, in that process, you must learn to live this out. That is 

why the text mentions “testing”, so as to be able to discern God’s will in any and every type of 

situation and under many different circumstances, in order to give Him glory. Now we may 

simply need to find out what we are supposed to do, and we are already eager to do it. That 

aspect of the text is clear. We use the Bible to renew our mind and discern what God’s will is. 

However, at other times, we might not feel like feel like doing what is right, but despite our 

emotions, we still submit our will to His truth. Either way, that aspect of the text is fairly simple 

and straightforward. When you don’t have to make a decision immediately, you can search the 

Scriptures to see what is godly and right.  

 

But what about those “right now” situations where your have to act or react, and your emotions 

come to call? What if they are not godly or right emotions?  

 

You see, in those cases, emotions get in the immediate way of your renewed mind, and they try 

and stop you from submitting your will to it. And so we see a different aspect of this text, as this 

idea of “testing” takes on a fuller meaning. In order to discern what God’s will is, you must learn 

to “test” these emotions through your renewed mind, and then submit your will to that. But how 

do you do that, in an immediate sort of way?  

 

First, you need to understand that this is a process that you can grow in, and you can learn to 

discern more quickly and accurately. Your immediate emotions will become godlier more of the 

time as your mind continues to be marinated in God’s truth. But all of us come across situations 

where we are overwhelmed with emotions that we know might not be godly and right. In those 

“right now” moments, what you do is that you step back and test, don’t trust, the emotions.  
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Look at the text; present, renew, and then test. When you are initially saved, this cycle goes one 

way, and after you are saved, this cycle sort of goes in reverse. You will enter into situations, 

circumstances, and times where your mind and will are going to be challenged, through the 

emotions you experience. 

 

When you are first saved, what you have done is to submit your will to God, and then you begin 

to renew your mind, and then your emotions start to change in some areas. You have a new 

affection for God’s word, God’s people, God’s will, and God’s way. You start praying, reading 

the Bible, going to church, and wanting to do right and to live a godly life. Your mind begins to 

grasp the doctrine, your will begins to want the direction, and your emotions begin to be fueled 

in devotion. Some areas are more of a struggle than others, but there is a desire to “want to do” 

what is right and godly. As you experience the changes in your life, you realize that you are 

learning to live out God’s will for your life. You still may struggle emotionally in some areas, 

but other emotions are becoming more in line with God’s word and God’s will.  

 

Now, as you continue in the Christian life, and if you are growing in God’s grace, your will is 

being submitted, and your mind is being renewed, as you have continued to plant the godly seeds 

of God’s word. However, the challenges, the tests come in the area of our emotions. We may 

know the truth, and we may even want to do the truth, but we are blinded in the moment by our 

powerful feelings, and so we are forgetful instead of faithful.  

 

This is where we must see and apply the implications of this text. We have submitted our will in 

general, in that we are saved and under the lordship of Christ. We have renewed our minds, in 

that we are no longer antagonistic to God’s word, but learning to trust it. But here in a specific 

moment, we are being tested as to what we have learned in what we are experiencing, and we 

must submit our will to the truth, in order to do the right thing and to grow in godliness.  

 

Our emotions are where the test comes. We know the truth, but we are being tested to see if we 

will walk in it in this moment. And we are not told to trust our emotions, but to test them. By 

doing that, we can discern what God’s will is, and live it out. So now, when a situation arises, 

one that challenges you with emotions, you must recall those truths that you have renewed your 

mind with, reckon them to be God’s will, and submit your will to them.  

 

Emotions can be good things, but we need to learn to process them, and not be driven by them. 

Step back and test, don’t trust, the emotions. Remind yourself of what God says about this 

situation and how you should act. For example, instead of meditating on your emotional state, 

mediate on your eternal state. When you feel like hell, meditate on heaven. You might meditate 

on concepts, Bible verses, truths you know. You might use aphorisms to help you, like “you give 

up your right to be right”, or “it is more important for us to be about winning souls that winning 

arguments”, or “I am going to judge my circumstances by Jesus’ love, not Jesus’ love by my 

circumstances”, and so forth. Over the course of time you will be able to filter and to process 

your emotions more accurately, and more quickly. And therefore be able to act more 

appropriately when emotionally charged situations come upon you. Certain things that used to be 

emotional triggers for you will not be emotional triggers anymore. Even when you are 

emotionally triggered, certain bad behaviors that you used to respond with or medicate yourself 

with will not appeal to you anymore.  
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This really is what the Holy Spirit wants to produce in you. Consider Galatians 5:22-23 – all of 

those things might be seen externally, but they are known internally, that is to say, they are 

feelings, emotions, characteristics on the inside that bear witness on the outside. The Holy Spirit 

produces an order in our emotions. Not just an overall emotional stability, but an ability to 

process our and use our emotions in a godly way, even as we are in the crucible of difficult and 

emotional circumstances. It doesn’t happen overnight, but fruit by its definition means produce. 

We often think of the fruit of the Spirit in general terms, but it is when the test comes, when the 

tree is shaken, that is when we see what fruit comes down. Fruit takes time to grow, and the 

grower tests the fruit to see if it is ready and ripe. Developing godly emotions takes time, 

commitment, diligence, discipline, and practice, but when your emotions come at you like a 

locomotive, you don’t have to let them drive you, you can put them in the caboose, to serve you. 

  

However, the idea is not to “stifle” your emotions, because emotions can help us to act and to 

respond in proper ways that we wouldn’t if we are just passive. Some very passionate, powerful 

emotions are indeed godly emotions! But too often intellectuals or emotionally hidden people 

don’t really want to develop their emotions; they just want to keep them at bay. People might 

think that they have a handle on their emotions, and others may think that they are mature, 

because they are calm, and they aren’t easily rattled, and they just “go with the flow”, as it were. 

But that isn’t necessarily true. Now having emotional stability is a good thing, but perhaps some 

are just masking their misery and calling it maturity. Others don’t want to feel the pain that 

emotional growth brings. But we all have to deal with emotions, and God’s plan is not for us to 

just ignore them, or make us a stoic. Rather, God wants us to test them, and teach them, and 

thereby develop a rich emotional life that gives Him glory.  

 

We want to be able to process our emotions and use them to God’s glory, and that doesn’t mean 

staying silent all the time. The goal is not to “bury” our emotions, but to teach them to come 

alive in a way that honors Christ. This takes “testing” so that we “may discern what the will of 

God is”. But as we continue to do that we grow, and we develop our emotional life, not 

suppressing it, but expressing it in a God glorifying way, that only God can give to us. Then, in 

situations where at one time powerful emotions would come crashing in, and we would act in 

ungodly ways, the negative impulses start to appear less and less frequently and in fewer and 

fewer situations. And even when they may come in, we are controlling them instead of them 

controlling us. We will have learned to process our emotions rightly, and we make them serve us 

instead of enslave us. The truth is that we all have powerful emotions. God wants us to have 

them. God wants us to use them. God wants us to develop them. God wants us to test them. God 

will grow us in them, for His glory, if we will let Him.  

 

I have preached this, and now I want to teach about this. I want to give the background for 

understanding how and why this “testing” process works, and how this is God’s will for us, and 

how He uses this process to shape us, in terms of our sanctification. I have given you the outline, 

and now I want to fill in the blanks, as it were. And I want to start out by saying that this is not 

about willpower. It is a different dynamic. Willpower, rather than being first in this process, it is 

in a sense last. Too often people think that progress in the Christian life (sanctification) is simply 

about attempting godly behavior and avoiding sinful behavior, in the hopes that our inner life 

will eventually align itself with our behavioral choices. But this can lead to self-righteousness 

(for those who can muster the willpower) or self-condemnation (for those with less willpower). 
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However, sanctification is not fundamentally a matter of increased willpower or determination to 

engage the means of grace, such as prayer, worship, meditation on Scripture, and other 

disciplines. Rather, it is about placing ourselves in positions of growing trust in and dependence 

on the person of God. While such choices certainly involve willpower, their intention is not 

about their power to overcome, but their need to die to autonomy and to grow in greater trust and 

dependence, not in ourselves, but in God. That is what this “testing” is all about. 

 

Now follow me here. When the Bible speaks of “the flesh”, it is not simply an ingrained 

inclination to sin by our behavior, but an ingrained inclination to resist the Spirit of God and to 

live independently from His life-giving presence. We are not walking by the Spirit, but rather 

living after the flesh, when we trust in our own ability to make life “work” rather than trusting in 

God that He is faithful to care for us according to our true needs. This is true for our emotions.  

 

Many believe that the reason why Christians are not growing is that they are not trying hard 

enough. They are not sowing to the Spirit as much as they are sowing to the flesh. They conclude 

that the slowness of spiritual change is due to ingrained habit and therefore a lack of willpower 

to break those habits. However, while habit and the utilization of willpower is certainly a part of 

spiritual growth, battling our inclination to sin is not about breaking habits as much as it is about 

our relational resistance to the working of the Holy Spirit. This helps to explain the gradual 

nature of sanctification. Our relationship has to deepen, and as it does deepen, we grow.   

 

This testing process is not a case of our willpower vs. our flesh; it is a matter of giving God the 

opportunity to work His will in our lives. It is stepping back in that moment, and allowing the 

Spirit of God to dictate to us, and submitting our will to that. In terms of our emotions, this is a 

real way to fight the flesh that is not simply a matter of willpower, but of relying on God’s 

power, and how that can actually play out in our practice, instead of just being conceptual, 

something we can think about, and talk about, but we never really experience it.   

 

What stands in the way of progress in holiness is not merely our habitual desire to sin, but our 

habitual desire to be our own god. We have a natural desire to use our own natural resources to 

live apart from God. And we often do that in terms of our immediate emotional states. Instead, 

we need to engage in a deepening dependence on the Spirit. And then our emotional states will 

mature over time. This means that the choice to “stop” rebelling and “start” depending is not 

ultimately a willpower issue. Rather, it is an interpersonal issue, which involves coming to a 

greater trust in God as we realize our despair in attempting to find life apart from God. This 

testing that I am talking about is one way in which we cultivate that sort of trust. We must learn 

to stop resisting the empowering, transformational presence of the Holy Spirit when it comes to 

our emotions, and allow God to develop His own character through them.  

 

I’m showing you what this trust looks like in those moments when your emotions try and rule 

you. Here come the emotions, and so here is the test, and so here is where you trust, where you 

give God room to work. When the test comes, you trust God, and what He has said, not your 

emotions. This isn’t all there is to it in terms of our sanctification, but this is one real way in one 

critical area where we have a clear path to progress. It is not about exerting your will, but 

submitting your will. And often that happens, not first, but last in this process. This is a 

fundamental difference in how many of us have understood Christian growth.     
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For the believer, salvation has a past, present, and future tense to it. We were saved, we are being 

saved, and we will be saved. The Bible calls these things justification, sanctification and 

glorification. Justification is a past event where we were declared righteous by God because the 

eternal penalty for all our sins, past, present, and future, has been paid by Christ. We have been 

saved from sin’s penalty. Sanctification is an ongoing process where we learn to resist sin and 

choose righteousness, through the Holy Spirit. We are being saved from sin’s power. 

Glorification refers to our eternal state, when we will be perfectly righteous in the presence of 

God. We will be saved from sin’s presence.       

 

When we are born again by the Spirit of God, we do have new life in us. But there is a process of 

growth. God’s design is for us to know Him in a deep way, to increasingly know just how He 

loves us. But that means we come to know Him gradually, not all at once. And this means a 

struggle between our old life of being led by the self, and our new life of being led by the Spirit. 

As we engage in this struggle, we learn to trust God, and as we see Him with us in that struggle, 

helping us to overcome, and to change, we grow to treasure Him and so we trust Him all the 

more. This process makes for stronger relationships as opposed to a mere magic moment where 

we are zapped into full and perfect obedience. The relationship deepens, grows, and strengthens, 

over time, and through the struggles. We continue to travel from the truth of conceptual salvation 

to the power of experiential deliverance. He is the victor over us, and so He leads us in victory 

over our sins, and He develops godly emotions in us. His will triumphs over ours, and our will 

submits to and becomes like His. That’s what this text is talking about, and that’s why it says 

there will be a need for testing, and many times the test comes at us in our emotions.    

 

Before God mercifully delivers you from things, He graciously delivers you through them. As 

you struggle with the emotional adventure, as you are mingled with heartbreak, loss, and self-

denial, it is there that you discover God’s boundless love and wise providence. As you are 

afflicted with weakness, suffering, confusion, and persecution, and yet you solider on, it becomes 

evident that your spiritual strength is nothing other than the life of Jesus in you.  

 

Your journey can have enormously positive spiritual effects on people. As you die to self, God 

uses this to bring spiritual life to others. If you are going to be a truly faithful servant leader for 

God, then you need to learn what we are talking about here. And you will only learn it by living 

it. People think they are ready because they have been theologically trained, or because they 

have a special gift for teaching, or ministering in some way. But there are people with loads of 

talent yet no real discipline to use it wisely. Some people think they have matured because they 

know more than others, and others seem to listen to them. But there are lots of people with lots 

of skill, and no real humility and no real holiness, and so no real power. And so many think that 

God has called them to something particular because they just feel the zeal in their soul. But that 

zeal must be harnessed by the Holy Spirit. Let me tell you, God forges our faith in the fires of 

suffering and self-denial, and no amount of personal gifting, no amount of special skill, and no 

amount of passion keeps you from this requirement. No one becomes a real leader unless and 

until they go through God’s school. And no Christian really grows unless they grow God’s way.  

 

God loves His servants so much that He allows them to struggle with intense emotions, so that 

His grace will sustain them in order to make His glory known, and fill us with the power of 

Christ. Then we will be, as the text says, discerning, and therefore living, the will of God.   


