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Chapter 12
Commentary

1  Therefore I urge you, brethren, by the mercies of God, to present your bodies a living and 
holy sacrifice, acceptable to God, which is your spiritual service of worship.

 From the beginning of the epistle Paul has emphasized that the life of faith is a life of 
righteousness—of obedience to God’s ways. This “obedience of the faith” is now directly ad-
dressed as the primary topic. The chapters preceding have laid the sure foundation for why 
the believer in Yeshua, whether Jew or non-Jew, has a life of obedience as his natural course of 
events. Here, the characteristics of this obedience become the specific topic at hand, linking (as 
the Scriptures always do) the necessity of correct thinking with the outworking of correct doing.
 The connective “therefore” (ou|n) should receive its full force, showing that the present 
exhortation is based upon what has just previously been taught. This previous teaching is 
summed up in the phrase “by the mercies of God” (dia; tw`n oijktirmw`n tou` qeou)̀, for, in chapters 
9-11, Paul has shown that God’s mercies endure, both for the Jew and the non-Jew. It is based, 
then, upon the sure mercies of God (a theme that likewise is woven throughout the first 11 chap-
ters) that one is compelled to obey Him, not from a perspective of “have to” but from a heart of 
“want to.” “We love Him because He first loved us.” (1John 4:19).
 The fact that the word “mercies” is plural does not indicate various kinds of mercies of 
God but rather answers to the Hebrew plural רַחֲמִים (rachamim) “compassion” of the Tanach, 
regularly translated in the Lxx by the plural oijktirmoi, (cf. 1Ki 8:50; Hosea 2:21; Ps 103:4; 106:46; 
Dan 9:9; Neh 1:11; 2Chron 30:9). 
 Regarding the mercies of God as the motivation for obedience, Calvin comments:

…men will never worship God with a sincere heart, or be roused to fear and obey Him 
with sufficient zeal, until they properly understand how much they are indebted to His 
mercy…Paul, however, in order to bind us to God not by servile fear but by a voluntary 
and cheerful love of righteousness, attracts us by the sweetness of that grace in which 
our salvation consists. At the same time he reproaches us with ingratitude if, having had 
experience of so kind and liberal a father, we do not in return strive to dedicate ourselves 
wholly to Him.322

 Paul has come to an exhortation here (parakalevw) or perhaps an “encouragement.” But in 
this context the word carries with it more than just exhortation or encouragement. It also has a 
basis in authority, for Paul, as the Apostle of Yeshua, commends this action to his readers as that 
which in every way befits those who name Yeshua as their Messiah (note the word “brethren”). 
This is, therefore, not something that can be just “considered” by us—it must come to us as the 
authoritative word of God to which we must submit.
 Paul’s exhortation is that we “present our bodies as a living sacrifice.” The use of “body” 
here no doubt answers to the Hebraic idea of “self” (note that the word עֶצֶם, ‘etzem, having its 
first meaning as “bone” or “skeleton” may also mean “one’s self”). Thus, the sense is to present 
our whole being (body and soul) as a living sacrifice.
 The use of “present” here certainly has in mind the picture of a worshipper at the Tem-
ple presenting the sacrificial animal to the priests for slaughter. This act of worship, at its core, 
contains and demonstrates the heart of submission to God, willing to give up what otherwise 
would be considered dear, for the sake of worship and service to the Almighty. Having the pre-
vious context well in mind, Paul continues to show that the way of the believer is one of sub-
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mission to God first and foremost. Those Gentiles who may have begun an attitude of arrogance 
toward their unbelieving fellow Jews were not demonstrating the heart of God and His mercies. 
What is more, the very life of faith is one of willing submission to God’s perspective on issues, 
both personal and corporate. Presenting ourselves as the sacrifice to God makes this picture 
vivid.
 Thus, as presenting ourselves as a sacrifice to God, we readily acknowledge that we are 
not our own, but we belong to Him. The sacrifice was given in the Temple because in each and 
every case the sacrifice actually belonged to God. Whether the necessary response of guilt (and 
thus the sacrifice was viewed as payment for that guilt, thus rightfully God’s on the basis of 
justice) or of thanks to God (and thus rightfully His because such thanksgiving acknowledges 
Him as owner of all things), the sacrifice is viewed as God’s property—it is “sacred,” korban, 
dedicated to the Almighty and therefore belonging in every way to Him. 
 This is the picture of “sacrifice” Paul wishes to convey here. Our willingness to present 
ourselves to Him as a sacrifice is a dedication of all we are and have on the basis that we are no 
longer our own, but we have been bought or redeemed with a price that renders us God’s prop-
erty (1Corinthians 6:19).
 The believer, as a sacrifice offered to God, is modified by three adjectives in this verse, all 
of which follow the word “sacrifice” (qusivan, thusian) in the Greek. They are: “living” (zw`san, 
zosan), “holy” (aJgivan, hagian ) and “acceptable to God” (tw/` qew`/ eujavreston). The Greek is quite 
clear (though the English translations can be ambiguous) that these three adjectives (or adjecti-
val clauses) describe the character of the sacrifice, not the manner in which the sacrifice is given. 
Obviously, the manner of giving a sacrifice in the Temple was prescribed by the priesthood and 
thus sacrifices could only be done in the proper way. However, it was the worshipper who was 
responsible to assure the animal to be without defect. Though the animal was checked by the 
priests, especially at festival times, the number of animals to be slaughtered made it practically 
impossible to do a thorough inspection. It was for this reason that people were encouraged to 
exchange their animal for one raised under the supervision of the priests, sold, of course, for a 
price well above market value. But Paul uses the sacrifice metaphor because his readers were 
no doubt familiar with the whole procedure. The sacrificial animal needed to be holy, without 
blemish: the only offering acceptable to God.
 The order of the three adjectives may be instructive. In a number of English translations, 
“living” is put first as though to give the idea that this “living sacrifice” (as opposed to one 
slaughtered) is to be “holy” and “acceptable” to God. But the sacrifice to which Paul refers here 
is that of a believer in Yeshua whose righteousness is demonstrated through his new life in the 
Messiah, a life founded in his resurrection with Messiah. “Living sacrifice” thus means “a sacri-
fice demonstrated through how one lives.” Thus, the new life of the believer (cf. 1:17; 6:4, 11, 13; 
8:13) is one characterized by self-sacrifice, following in the footsteps of Messiah.
 But then, this self-sacrificial life must be characterized as “holy” and “acceptable to God.” 
One cannot think that his self-giving is acceptable to God if it is not, at the same time, holy. 
Many philanthropic endeavors have seen charitable deeds done in the course of world events. 
But not all “charity” is necessarily acceptable to God. Once again we come back to the definition 
of holiness as that which is acceptable to God. He sets the agenda for what is acceptable and 
what is not. All too often we have forgotten that man-made religion may not, in fact, be accept-
able to God. The anesthesia of tradition often numbs us to God’s truth.
 We may thus evaluate our life of sacrifice to God by asking how it measures up against 
the life of Yeshua. 1) are we able to love our enemies? 2) are we willing to do good to those who 
despitefully use us? 3) do we pray for those who malign us? 4) do we humbly yet boldly stand 
for the truth, even when we stand to lose much by doing so?  5) Are we willing to pay the cost 
of seeking a close communion with the Father? 6) Do we have obedience to God as a top prior-
ity in our decision-making? 7) Are we able to honestly forgive those who sin against us? 8) Do 



Paul’s Epistle to the Romans

371371

12:2

we evidence a strong inner peace in the midst of life’s struggles? 9) Are we growing in wisdom 
that comes from an intimate understanding and application of God’s word? 10) Are our lives 
characterized by obedience to God’s Torah?
 These are but a few of the kinds of questions the life of Yeshua presents to us as we confess 
ourselves to be His followers. Presenting ourselves as a sacrifice to Him means these core issues 
are constantly before us as the dominant factor in life’s decisions.
 “which is your spiritual service of worship” This final clause in the verse has been taken 
a number of ways. The Greek is th;n logikh;n laterivan uJmw`n, literally, “the spiritual (or logical) 
worship of us.” The Greek lateriva (lateria) regularly translates עָבֹודָה (‘avodah) in the Hebrew, i.e., 
“service” particularly related to the Temple, whether from the standpoint of the worshipper or 
the priest. Paul clearly considers the life of the believer to be in the context of the on-going Tem-
ple worship still viable in his day. He does not see it as a substitute for it, necessarily, but as the 
proper heart attitude in light of what the sacrifices and general worship patterns signified in the 
Temple. He does not teach, of course, that one could only worship or serve God at the Temple. 
Yet like other Sages of his day, the service of God, whether at the Temple or not, had the Temple 
always in mind, for the Temple stood as the locus of God’s visible presence among His people. 
Whether the daily life of the believer or the specific worship in the Temple, the proper intent 
and purpose of that service, along with conformity to God’s directives, is what made the service 
acceptable to God.
 Thus, we should not read Paul in this verse to be prescribing a worship that is in every 
way individual and separate from worship within a community setting. This would be to read 
back into Paul something that was essentially unknown in his day.
 The word logikov~ (logikos) has been rendered both “logical” as well as “spiritual” by the 
various translations. For instance, the KJV renders the phrase “which is your reasonable ser-
vice” while the NASB and NIV, along with the NRSV take the word to mean “spiritual.” That 
the word can mean either is well substantiated, though its use in Hellenistic Judaism favors 
the meaning “spiritual.” Unfortunately the word is not found in the Lxx, so we receive no help 
there for its translation here. With all the data considered, however, it appears that the word was 
commonly used in Paul’s day to signify the attitude of the worshipper when bringing a sacri-
fice.323 It would appear, then, that the modern English translations have it right when they use 
the English word “spiritual” in this verse.
 But we should guard against the idea of “spiritual” as indicating something only inward 
as many commentators do. For Paul, the “spiritual” life is not merely mystical but is life viewed 
as a whole, lived out under the influence of the Spirit. He thus is indicating that the logical pat-
tern of anyone who has been borne from above is one of spiritual dimensions. Cranfield’s words 
are directed to this very issue:

While logikhvn here certainly excludes any external ritual worship in which the heart and 
mind and will of the worshipper are not involved, it also excludes equally definitely any 
worship which consists only of interior motions and feelings, however exalted, unaccom-
panied by outward obedience. There is indeed a genuine inwardness of true worship, but 
it is inseparable from a no less genuine outwardness. The intelligent understanding wor-
ship, that is, the worship which is consonant with the truth of the gospel, is indeed noth-
ing less than the offering of one’s whole self in the course of one’s concrete living, in one’s 
inward thoughts, feelings, aspirations, but also in one’s words and deeds.324

2   And do not be conformed to this world, but be transformed by the renewing of your mind, 
so that you may prove what the will of God is, that which is good and acceptable and perfect. 

 A great many commentators have suggested that the two words “conformed” (suschmativ-
zomai, susxematizomai) and “transformed” (metamorfou`somai, metamorphousomai) are to be distin-
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guished in that the first word refers to outward appearances while the second to inward chang-
es. But a study of the terms as used in the Apostolic Writings shows that they may just as well 
function as synonyms, and most likely do here. Thus the NASB does well in using “conformed” 
and “transformed” to show that the two words have inner connection in the usage of Paul’s 
day. The word “world” is a translation of tw`/ aijw`ni meaning “the age” or “this age.” Paul is thus 
not emphasizing so much the issue of outward “fashion” as he is the inward motivation of the 
heart which, of course, inevitably shows itself in outward things. His point is that the believer is 
involved in both guarding against conformity to the perspective of the “age” and submitting to 
the Ruach (Spirit), seeking conformity not to “this age” but to the “age to come.” 
 That the two imperatives (commands) are in the present tense may indicate that some-
thing happening is to stop, while on the other hand the action enjoined is to be a continual one. 
Thus, conformity to the world is to stop, while transformation in line with God’s ways is to 
be an on-going reality. Here Paul teaches us that the life of sanctification is not something that 
is finished in an instant, but is life-long. To recognize this is an important foundation for our 
whole approach to seeking holiness in our lives. To believe that a certain part of the battle for 
holiness is finished when in fact it is not, is to leave oneself both unprepared for and thus vul-
nerable to the enemy’s attacks.
 Once again, tradition often breeds a conformity without recognition. We can be conformed 
to this age with its worldview and “values” without honestly being aware of it. Ultimately, it 
is the word of God that comes to us by the Ruach, challenging our conformity and directing us 
in the ways of God. The loss of the Bible in the Church is, therefore, a significant and primary 
one. It is primarily the word of God that the Spirit uses in the life of the believer to bring about 
conformity to Yeshua, for it is the Bible that contains the specific revelation of God’s character 
and will.
 Therefore, the transformation that Paul calls for is based upon a “renewal of the mind” 
(th`/ ajnakainwvsei tou` noov~). The word “mind” should not be understood in a pure philosophical 
sense, i.e., as pure intellectual pursuit. The “mind” as the place of moral decision-making and 
formulation of worldview answers to the Hebrew “heart.” As such, it is both the “knowing” as 
well as the “doing” that brings about the desired transformation. 
 This work of renewal is that which is carried out by the Ruach, yet the believer is not 
passive in it. The Ruach is the One who illumines the Scripture and brings their divine mean-
ing to the heart, yet the believer must apply himself to the diligent study of the Scriptures for 
this process to take place. Thus, once again Paul presents the sanctifying process as a synergism 
between the believer and God.
 … so that you may prove what the will of God is, that which is good and acceptable and perfect.   
The immediate goal of the transformation that Paul expects is the discovery of God’s will. This 
implies that apart from such a transformation in one’s thinking and understanding, the will of 
God will remain illusive. Of course, the will of God is not hidden to those who are His: He has 
revealed Himself to His chosen ones. In terms of God’s salvific plans, His will is surely hidden 
to those who are perishing:

At that very time He rejoiced greatly in the Holy Spirit, and said, “I praise You, O Father, 
Lord of heaven and earth, that You have hidden these things from the wise and intelligent 
and have revealed them to infants. Yes, Father, for this way was well-pleasing in Your 
sight.  Luke 10:21 

But His will is made known to His children by the very fact that His eternal word is illumined 
to them by the indwelling Ruach.
 The word dokimavzw (dokimazo) is rendered “prove” in the NASB, “test” in the NIV, and 
“approve” in the NRSV. In fact, these three translations give us the three possible understand-
ings of the word. All of these meanings overlap: to “prove” something is to discern its genuine-
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ness, and to prove something is to put it to the test. Here the thought must be that by a renewal 
of one’s mind in conformity with God’s revelation and not the present age, one is able to show 
the will of God to be genuinely what He has revealed it to be in His word. That is, the will of 
God is our sanctification (1Thess 4:3). This will of God, that His people be set apart unto Him, is 
proven to be genuine when, in fact, they are so set apart. 
 It is in this light that the prophet Ezekiel teaches that Israel’s dispersion out of the Land is 
in fact to profane the Name of God (Ezekiel 36:20). Since it was evidently God’s will that Israel 
should dwell in the Land He had given her, her dispersion out of it gave the nations cause to 
proclaim Israel’s God to be weak and unable to defeat Israel’s enemies. As long as Israel re-
mains out of the Land, therefore, the Name of her God is besmirched.
 This is a fitting illustration of what Paul means here for the community of believers. As 
long as those who claim the name of Yeshua as Messiah live as conformed to the world, the 
promises of transformation made by Yeshua Himself (e.g., John 12:24) fall to the ground and He 
is falsely accused as being a liar and worse. Thus, proving the will of God here does not mean 
so much that one proves it to oneself (as though finding it to be true after all) but to those who 
witness one’s sanctified life.
 The “will of God” is modified in this verse by three adjectives: to; ajgaqo;n kai; eujavreston 
kain tevleion, “good and acceptable (NIV has “pleasing”) and perfect.” The word “good” is most 
likely here to be understood as “morally good,” thus emphasizing particularly to the majority of 
the congregation at Rome who were Gentiles that their newly founded faith in Yeshua was not 
like some of the pagan, mystical religions that were entirely devoid of morals. The will of God is 
first seen in its pristine and high morality. Of course, God’s will, defined as good, also produces 
that which is good. Life lived in accordance with God’s good will is a life benefited by all of the 
values associated with good morals.
 By “acceptable” Paul emphasizes that the standard of “good” just referred to is none other 
than God Himself. “Goodness” as it relates to the will of God is not anthropocentric (man-
centered) but Messiah-centered. If one wants to know what God defines as good, he may look to 
the Torah and to the One Who demonstrated its precepts in life here upon the earth.
 The word “perfect” means “complete,” or “whole” and surely hints at the Shema (Deut 
6:4f, cf. 11:13–17) as the most obvious expression of God’s will. That we are to love Him with 
our whole being (heart and soul) and all of our possessions (might) indicates that God’s will 
encompasses one’s entire life, and thus is “complete.” For the child of God, everything in life is 
to be viewed from the perspective of God’s will.

3  For through the grace given to me I say to everyone among you not to think more highly of 
himself than he ought to think; but to think so as to have sound judgment, as God has allot-
ted to each a measure of faith.

 Paul reflects upon the grace given to him in his calling as an Apostle: he was the least 
likely to be chosen for such an honored position. Yet in this he gained a firsthand knowledge of 
God’s grace. It is from this perspective that he now exhorts the Roman synagogue to practice 
humility as the outflow of the grace they too have experienced.
 The opening “For” (ga;r, gar) connects this exhortation to the first two verses. The need 
for the follower of Yeshua to offer himself as a living sacrifice to God may first and foremost be 
practiced in the life of humility toward one another. That Paul uses the first person (“I say,” lev-
gw, lego) shows his willingness to exhort or even command his readers with this call for humil-
ity. The first person verb followed by infinitive (as here) was a common rabbinic feature when 
expounding halachah or authoritative interpretations of a text.325 Yeshua used this same formula 
in Matthew 5:34, 39. Thus Paul words here should be interpreted as a command or strong exhor-
tation to pursue humility, not merely a suggestion based upon his own experiences.


