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“Let Love Be Genuine” — August 27, 2017
Isa 51:1–2, 4, 7–8
Listen to me, you that pursue righteousness, you that seek the Lord.
Look to the rock from which you were hewn,


and to the quarry from which you were dug. 

2 Look to Abraham your father and to Sarah who bore you;
for he was but one when I called him,


but I blessed him and made him many. . . .

4 Listen to me, my people, and give heed to me, my nation;
for a teaching will go out from me,


and my justice for a light to the peoples. . . .

7 Listen to me, you who know righteousness,
you people who have my teaching in your hearts;

   do not fear the reproach of others, and do not be dismayed when they revile you.

8 For the moth will eat them up like a garment,
and the worm will eat them like wool;

    but my deliverance will be forever, and my salvation to all generations.

Rom 12:1–2, 9–16, 21

1I appeal to you therefore, brothers and sisters, by the mercies of God, to present your bodies as a living sacrifice, holy and acceptable to God, which is your spiritual worship. 2Do not be conformed to this world, but be transformed by the renewing of your minds, so that you may discern what is the will of God—what is good and acceptable and perfect. . . .

9 Let love be genuine; hate what is evil, hold fast to what is good; 10love one another with mutual affection; outdo one another in showing honor. 11Do not lag in zeal, be ardent in spirit, serve the Lord. 12Rejoice in hope, be patient in suffering, persevere in prayer. 13Contribute to the needs of the saints; extend hospitality to strangers.

14 Bless those who persecute you; bless and do not curse them.15Rejoice with those who rejoice, weep with those who weep. 
16 Live in harmony with one another; do not be haughty, but associate with the lowly; do not claim to be wiser than you are. . . . 

21Do not be overcome by evil, but overcome evil with good.

The Isaiah passage is certainly interesting. It has a vivid image for remembering God’s love for Israel, God’s love being the quarry from which Israel was dug, and this helping Israel to be unafraid of reproach. I could preach on this. But when I see the Romans passage, I have to preach on that.

Paul’s letter gives the most important instructions for Christians as members of churches. These are our marching orders for ethics in the Christian community. But Paul starts with the individual. He says you need to be willing to offer your body—your life—as a living sacrifice to God. This means being wholeheartedly devoted to God. 

And what is the result? It is the utter transformation of one’s mind. The mind becomes SO transformed that one is able to discern the will of God, which Paul then defines as that which “is good and acceptable and perfect” (Rom 12:2). I want to take that first. These are the qualities of God as they appear in our lives: goodness, rightness, and perfect-ing. To be a Christian means to be changed. Your mind and will are not taken away; you do not lose your identity. But your mind is “renewed,” is “metamorphosized” into what it is really supposed to be, a mind alert to God’s will and God’s way. We become more attuned to goodness, and we more naturally reflect that goodness. We do not brag about how good we are. Rather, we can’t help but love goodness, and to hate falsehood and cruelty.

What is meant by that word “acceptable”? In Paul’s day, it meant what is pleasing and acceptable to God. I have used the word “rightness,” combining the idea of goodness with that of worship. Now, worship is not self-abasement or groveling. Worship is genuine communion with God, plus enlightened admiration of God’s qualities.

Lastly, Paul says you will discern what is “perfect.” This means knowing the divine qualities of truth and goodness, and taking them on. We are perfect-ing: growing more able to reflect God’s qualities. That is a purpose-driven life: knowing that one’s supreme task is to reflect God’s nature.

Paul says that it involves hating what is evil, and holding fast to what is good. We are to genuinely love each other with a mutual affection, to show great honor and respect for each other, even to “outdo one another in showing honor” (v. 10). What a concept! – It makes me think of knights in shining armor, showing respect for the ladies they adore, and for the kings they serve, being willing to die rather than show dishonor. But I don’t want to tie it down to one social setting. Paul is telling all Christians to get better at showing sincere respect for each other.

We are to be enthusiastic servers of God and of our fellows, to be full of hope, but ready to suffer. Many people do not have this much idealism. In fact, they resent it, and they tend to provoke and criticize those who have it. Sometimes there is nothing we can do for them but to pray for them. We are to pray always, and to rejoice in hope. This is what Paul and Silas did when they were arrested in Philippi. They were clapped in chains, and yet they were singing hymns. Then an earthquake came, and their chains flew off, but they refused to escape, because they had mercy for the jailer. The jailer was so impressed that he asked them what he needed to do to be saved. “Believe in the Lord Jesus,” Paul said, and the jailer was converted, and his whole family (Acts 16:25–34).

I use this to illustrate service and prayer. Paul’s list in Romans continues, so I continue. He says we must contribute to the needs of the saints, that is, those who are saved. “Saints,” in the New Testament, refers to you and to me: to all those who are saved, including strangers. If we can show honest hospitality to newcomers in this church, then we are really practicing the gospel.

Paul’s next item is the hardest one: praying for those who persecute us. We are to bless them, to wish well for them, to pray that they, too, might be transformed. After all, they are in God’s hands, not ours.

Next he makes a point about compassion. He says to rejoice with those who rejoice, and weep with those who weep. I don’t think this means being emotionally weak and impressionable. It means drawing close to people, listening to their stories, and feeling for them. You see, this chapter is a whole curriculum for Christian behavior. We should return to this chapter often. In many ways it is the climax of this most important of Paul’s epistles, although four more chapters will follow.

Next Paul gives advice for Christian living, generally. We are to live in harmony with one another, not picking fights, not seeking to look better, not claiming to be smarter, or seeking to get more praise than the other. We are to be humble, not arrogant. 

All of this advice is counter-intuitive, of course. We are used to competing for goods, for mates, for prestige, for power. That is the way of the world, but it is not the way of the kingdom, Jesus’ kingdom.

Finally, we are to perform that difficult magic of overcoming evil with good, even transforming evil into good, being a light shining on a hill, so that all can see the truth of our ideals. Many will attack us for these ideals. Many will doubt us, will think we are dreamers, or are gullible. Despite that, we need to keep our eyes on God’s way and God’s will, keep our focus on “what is good and acceptable and perfect” (12:2), even if it evokes the reproach of others. 

“Do not be dismayed. . . . my deliverance will be forever” (Isa 51:7, 8). I return to Isaiah now. He tells us to remember our origin, our heritage: “Look to the rock from which you were hewn, and to the quarry from which you were dug” (51:1). As Americans, we can also remember the quarry from which our democracy was dug: freedom of religion, freedom of the press, representative government.

As Christians, our roots are in the Bible, and in the idea of God caring for us, teaching us, and transforming us. “Be not conformed to the world, but be transformed by the renewing of your minds” (Rom 12:2). 

So, although we are being exhorted what to do, we are also being encouraged that we will be helped all the way. And being transformed is not the worst thing that can happen!
