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A Living Sacrifice 
Romans 12:1, 2 

Part One 
The Need for Renewal 

 
I beseech you therefore, brethren, by the mercies of God, that you present 
your bodies a living sacrifice, holy, acceptable to God, which is your 
reasonable service. 2 And do not be conformed to this world, but be 
transformed by the renewing of your mind, that you may prove what is that 
good and acceptable and perfect will of God (Romans 12:1, 2). 
 
Seizing the Language 
  
 About 35, maybe even 40 years ago I was invited to a meeting to discuss 
how Christians can and should respond to the recently made Roe v Wade 
decision by the Supreme Court.  A man spoke who was savvy regarding the 
way cultural thought is formed.  It was the first time I heard the term ‘seizing 
the language’.   
 Abortion advocates, we were told, were going to carefully pick a word 
that sounds liberating—the word was ‘choice’.  I remember thinking how silly!  
Won’t everyone still know what they’re talking about?  You can’t hide behind a 
simple word.  I was quite wrong.  We are much more malleable than I had 
realized.  This epiphany was a bit horrifying. 
 And it wasn’t horrifying simply due to how easily a culture can be 
manipulated—it was horrifying because I had to ask myself how I had been 
victimized (and subsequently, unwittingly victimized others) through this 
subtle form of mind tinkering.  And if I’d been imprisoned by this cultural 
thought factory, how would I ever get out? 
 
Controlling Thoughts 
 
 Throughout history, societal norms (what Germans call the Zeitgeist or 
spirit of the age) have been manufactured in any number of ways.  But 
captivating the minds of the citizens has never been as predominant and 
necessary as it has been in the last five hundred years.  The Renaissance and 
Reformation followed by the Age of Reason and Enlightenment brought in a 
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new era where the control of human thought—especially the thoughts of the 
masses became critical in order to manage society.   
 Prior to the 1500s the masses huddled in relative ignorance.  They could 
not read and there were no books to read if they could.  There was little to no 
mass media, newspapers, magazines or periodicals—you simply did what 
Popes, Caesars, kings and magistrates told you to do and hoped for the best—
and the best was not generally very good. 
 But the perfect storm of the printing press (mid 15th century) and the 
Wittenberg Door (1517) changed everything.  Knowledge is a powerful tool.  
God’s people were “destroyed for a lack of knowledge” (Hosea 4:6)—
specifically the knowledge of Him and His law.  Powerful people understood 
this, so there became a universal competition for the minds of men.   

The Reformers bled and died in the pursuit of making sure that 
knowledge was a knowledge of the law and gospel of Christ.  Others would 
either reject the law and gospel altogether or comingle the wisdom of God with 
the notions of men as to create an acceptable hybrid—a contest of thought 
between men like Voltaire, John Locke, Immanuel Kant, Rene Descartes and 
others had phenomenal impact upon the minds of people. 

Many of us feel so removed from these conversations that we fail to 
appreciate how influenced we are by their contributions to western thought—
and now international thought.  But the Enlightenment thinkers were merely 
the spring in the diving board for a newer and darker revolution of the 19th 
century.  Nietzsche, Darwin, Freud and Marx became the four horsemen of this 
new revolution.   

Friedrich Nietzsche postulated that God was dead while Darwin gave us 
the scientific alternative.  Freud told us why we were truly doing the things we 
do while Marx formulated a political theory which accommodated this new 
found life and world view—and the consequences during the 20th century of 
this failed experiment were devastating.  And yet the game continues. 
 
Seizing the Disciplines 

 
Amanda Hess, writing in the New York Times magazine1 earlier this year, 

highlighted the psychotherapeutic revolution which currently plays a vital role 
in the lives of us all.  She wrote of not merely the seizing of the language but the 
seizing of an entire scientific discipline; psychology and the phobia parade.  

                                                           
1 http://www.nytimes.com/2016/01/31/magazine/how-phobic-became-a-weapon-in-the-identity-wars.html?_r=1 
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Any discomfort a person might have toward anyone unlike himself is relegated 
to an irrational anxiety—xenophobia, Islamaphobia, homophobia, etc. 

Hess cited the work of psychologist and gay rights activist George 
Weinberg who in 1972 in his book “Society and the Healthy Homosexual” 
essentially invented a new disease by pathologizing the anti gay position.  It 
was a strategic shift in problem from the homosexual to those who disagree 
with the behavior.  The strategy was enormously successful and has won the 
hearts, minds and dialogue of this generation.  

 
The World 

 
I’m not (at least here) seeking to enter into a political discussion.  What I 

am seeking to present in light of the passage under our meditation is a 
challenge.  Are we aware of the courting of our hearts by the world and our 
inevitable vulnerabilities to this dark project?  The Apostle John offers a loving 
and sober warning: 

 
Do not love the world or the things in the world. If anyone loves 
the world, the love of the Father is not in him (1 John 2:15). 
 
It’s been said that those who are in the dark cannot see darkness since the 

darkness forms the totality of their existence.  But sadly, there are those in the 
light who often fail to see the darkness.  The church is susceptible to its 
surrounding—it is capable of being “bewitched” (Galatians 3:1).  What is it 
about my current thinking that needs to be “transformed” metamorphousthe?  
Would I know the world (to use John’s word) if I saw it?  To what extent am I a 
worldly person? 

 
Seizing the American Mind 

 
Getting a little closer to home, the Information Liberation web-site2 

published an article taken primarily from the John Taylor Gatto’s book, The 
Underground history of American Education which offered some unsettling 
observations which should cause all of us (since most of us have been touched 
by this process) to examine to what extent we have been influenced. 

They argue that from the very beginning there was a specific design to 
public/government education.  John Dewey wrote in 1897: 

                                                           
2 http://www.informationliberation.com/?id=27316 
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Every teacher should realize he is a social servant set apart for the 
maintenance of the proper social order and the securing of the 
right social growth. 

 
 Elwood Cubberly, who would become the Dean of Education at Stanford 
wrote that: 
 

…schools should be factories "in which raw products, children, 
are to be shaped and formed into finished 
products...manufactured like nails, and the specifications for 
manufacturing will come from government and industry." 

 
 President Woodrow Wilson mirrored these sentiments: 
 

We want one class to have a liberal education. We want another 
class, a very much larger class of necessity, to forego the privilege 
of a liberal education and fit themselves to perform specific 
difficult manual tasks. 
 

 The chief end of the student is not to glorify God and enjoy Him forever.  
Godly virtue is systematically extricated from the educational process, as is any 
reference to God as the genesis and purpose of all academic disciplines.   

Finally, one of the major architects of standardized testing, H.H. Goddard 
said in his book Human Efficiency (1920) that government schooling was about 
‘the perfect organization of the hive’.     
 Parenthetically, what am I presenting here should not be taken as a 
negative critique of Christian instructors in public schools (of which we have 
many in our church).  I might point out that Israel was in sin when they asked 
for a king that they may be like other nations (1 Samuel 8:5-20; 12:17), yet it was 
not an act of disobedience on David’s part to reign as king and seek to govern in 
a godly manner (1 Samuel 16). 
 
A Usurped Mind 
 
 What I am seeking to get us all to understand is the massive project before 
us when called to be transformed by the renewing of our minds.  This is no 
mere tweak in the wheel.  The world, the flesh the devil has usurped that which 
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belongs to God.  The fall of man has affected our thinking—something 
theologians call the “Noetic effects of sin”.  Noetic from Greek noetikos which 
means to think, from nous the “mind” which Paul uses in verse 2. 
 The very fact that these issues are a source of consternation, not only in 
our culture but in our churches, should expose the disconnect between the 
wisdom of God revealed in Scripture and the wisdom of the world which 
proceeds from the corrupt hearts of men.  To be transformed by the renewing of 
our minds, if we think on it, should be the natural outpouring of a redeemed 
heart.  It is that which is sparked by our initial repentance.  Repentance metanoeo 
means a changing of the mind.  We often think of repentance as a turning from 
certain sins (and it certainly may include that), but in a larger sense it is a 
changing of our minds about everything.   
 The way we view the world, ourselves and God are now through the lens 
of Scripture.  I recently read: 
 

John Calvin had a famous line about glasses. Back in the mid-
1500s when he was the towering theological genius of that 
century, spectacles had just been invented. Calvin said the Bible is 
like a supernatural pair of spectacles: “Just as old or bleary-eyed 
men and those with weak vision, if you thrust before them a most 
beautiful volume, even if they recognize it to be some sort of 
writing, yet can scarcely construe two words, but with the aid of 
spectacles will begin to read distinctly; so Scripture, gathering up 
the otherwise confused knowledge of God in our minds, having 
dispersed our dullness, clearly shows us the true God.” That’s a 
very clever analogy, using an illustration from technology just 
emerging in his lifetime. Two people can look at the same world, 
the same data, the same event, the same circumstances – and one 
can see order and the other chaos, one can see beauty and the 
other dullness, one is moved to praise and the other is unmoved. 
Why do they see such different worlds – looking at the same 
world? Calvin said, our knowledge of God and his creation is a 
confused and meaningless jumble, because our eyes can’t see 
right.3 

 
 In summary our task is to be circumspect—to be aware of how our 
environment (what the Scriptures call the world) has appealed to our sinful 

                                                           
3 http://villagenews.com/religion/putting-on-our-spectacles/ 
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natures that we might recognize that which needs renewing.  That we might 
pray with David: 
 

Search me, O God, and know my heart; Try me, and know my 
anxieties; 24 And see if there is any wicked way in me, And lead me 
in the way everlasting (Psalm 139:23, 24). 

 
Chapter Twelve—A Turning Point 
 
 In the chapters to come the Apostle Paul will be addressing some of those 
wicked ways—things like pride and hypocrisy.  Chapter 12 marks a turning 
point in this epistle.  Some argue that the “Therefore” of verse one beckons back 
to the entire first eleven chapters; as if Paul is saying “in light of all I have 
written so far.”  It was his custom to write first regarding what God has done 
for us and who we are in Christ, prior to telling us how we should respond.  It 
might be said that chapter twelve is only meaningful for those included in 
chapters one through eleven. 

For eleven chapters the Apostle Paul has been giving a treatise on the 
sinfulness of man and the faithfulness and grace of God.  We’ve learned of:  

 

 the universality and curse of the fall (1-3) 

 that redemption has always been by grace through faith (4) 

 that death came through Adam and life through Christ (5) 

 that we are united to Christ—being baptized into His death, we are no 
longer slaves of sin but of righteousness (6) 

 that the law is just, holy and good and functions to reveal our sin and 
need for the redemption found in Christ (7) 

 that the Spirit testifies to our spirit that we are His children—a love which 
is eternally binding (8) 

 that God is a faithful covenant making, covenant keeping God (9-11) 
 
For eleven chapters Paul has been presenting a God who saves sinners by 

grace through faith in Christ.  We have nothing to bring to the table of our 
redemption but our sin.  It is after eleven chapters of presenting this great 
redemption that he asks how we should respond.  What is a reasonable 
reaction—a reasonable service? 
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A Critical Order 
   
In keeping with his order, Paul for eleven chapters tells us who we are in 

Christ and what has been done for us before bidding us to “walk in a manner 
worthy of the calling to which you (we) have been called” (Ephesians 4:1).   
This is a critical order.  There is a very worldly presentation of the gospel where 
grace follows our faith—where deliverance follows our obedience, but this is 
not the gospel at all. 

It wasn’t until his sinful lips were purged and his iniquity was taken away 
that Isaiah said “send me”.  It wasn’t until God had informed the Israelites of 
what He had done that He commanded them of what they should do.  The Ten 
Commandments do not begin with a command.  It begins with a reminder of 
their deliverance:  “I am the Lord your God, who brought you out of the land 
of Egypt, out of the house of bondage”.   

In short, it would be to miss the heart of Romans—of all of Scripture—to 
think we can be a “living sacrifice, holy and acceptable to God” apart from the 
imputed righteousness of Christ.  So let us be careful not to approach chapters 
twelve through sixteen apart from one through eleven, that we with David 
might describe “the blessedness of the man to whom God imputes 
righteousness apart from works: 

 
Blessed are those whose lawless deeds are forgiven, And whose 
sins are covered; 8 Blessed is the man to whom the Lord shall not 
impute sin (Romans 4:7, 8). 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



9 
 

Questions for Study 

 

1. What does it mean to seize the language?  Have you noticed that strategy 
work on you or others?  Explain (pages 2, 3)? 

2. Why have people sought to control the thoughts of others?  Why has that 
become so important in the last 500 years (pages 2, 3)? 

3. How have the works of Nietzsche, Darwin, Freud and Marx affected 
today’s culture/church (page 3)? 

4. Discuss the article by Amanda Hess and the effectiveness of seizing the 
discipline of psychology.  What does the Apostle John mean when he 
writes of the “world” (page 4)? 

5. Discuss the seizing of the American mind.  Has this been a successful 
enterprise (pages 4, 5)? 

6. What do all of the above tell us when it comes to the renewing of our 
minds (pages 5, 6)? 

7. What does it mean to view the world through the lens of Scripture (pages 
5, 6)? 

8. How is chapter twelve a turning point in Romans?  What have we learned 
in chapters 1-11?  Discuss Paul’s use of “therefore” (page 7). 

9. What is the “critical order” we see on page 8?   
 
 


