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When I started preparing this sermon, one of the commentaries I was reading gave some 
advice: The first rule of preaching on a text from Paul is to decide what part of the text should 
serve as the sermon’s focus. Paul may have been able to pack Christology, ecclesiology, 
soteriology, eschatology, and ethics into one paragraph, but woe to the preacher who tries to 
pack all of that into one sermon. 
 
When I ran my idea for a sermon by my wife, she echoed this commentator and said, perhaps 
you might want to write a book on that instead? Do you think you could narrow down your 
focus? 
 
Paul spends the first 11 chapters of his letter to the Romans assuring them that God's grace is 
extended both to Jews and Gentiles alike. 
 
Then, in chapter 12 he leads off with the word “Therefore”. Therefore? Therefore what? He's 
already said we're saved by grace and now there's a therefore? Therefore do not conform to the 
pattern of this world, but be transformed... 
 
He then lists out imperatives for our lives. Ways that we must be transformed... 
 
Love must be sincere. 
 
Hate what is evil, cling to what is good. 
 
Be devoted to one another in love. 
 
Honor one another above yourselves. 
 
Keep your spiritual fervor and serve the Lord. 
 
Be joyful, be patient, be faithful, pray. 
 



Share with those in need. Practice hospitality. 
 
Bless those who persecute you. 
 
Rejoice with those who rejoice, mourn with those who mourn.  
 
Live in harmony with one another. 
 
Do not be proud. 
 
Do not be conceited. 
 
Associate with people of low position. 
 
Do not repay evil with evil.  
 
Do what is right in the eyes of everyone. 
 
Live at peace with everyone. 
 
Do not take revenge. 
 
Feed your enemy who is hungry. 
 
If he's thirsty, give him something to drink. 
 
Overcome evil with good. 
 
There are at least 23 separate imperatives here. We could pick any one for this week and still be 
discussing for the next 22 weeks. 
 
Paul calls us out...out of this world...to live our lives differently. We are ‘set aside’ for a distinct 
mission in relation to the world. Of course, this statement leads us to ask: What is different 
about us? 
 



What is distinctive about the way we lead our lives? What are the norms of our behavior? How 
do we see ourselves and others? How do we interact and treat each other? 
 
And if we are distinctive, different from the world...we must also ask the same questions about 
the world. How do we see others that are different from us? What kind of world do we live in? 
What is our stance in relation to the world? 
 
Few of us would argue against the first of Paul’s exhortations. To hate evil, or to persevere in 
prayer, celebrate with the joyful and weep with the grieving. Those are easy, most people 
would identify themselves and our community in those statements. We worship together, and 
have structured meetings to celebrate birth, baptism, marriage. We pray together for those in 
need, those we know and yes, those we don’t know. We support charitable efforts, like the Red 
Door, and many others, to bring positive change to other’s lives. We already do all these things, 
yet these are the easy ones. 
 
Next comes our relationships with those we find harder to love. A stranger, an enemy. Do our 
core values extend to them? How do we overcome the need for vengeance? And love those 
outside our community? Those who are different from us. 
 
Looking back on Jesus’ time, it seems rather easy to identify the Empire and what it stood for, 
it’s coercive power, brazen brutality, and human rights violations. Today, maybe not so easy? 
Our dominant system appears a benign and democratic counter to the world of the Romans. 
We hold ourselves out as a patron of Christian values and a beacon of light to the world. 
 
Have we become comfortable with our place in the world? So comfortable that we turn away 
at evil in the world? Have we lost our identity as an alternative community, with different 
values? Values that stand apart from the culture of domination, privilege, accumulation, and 
consumption. 
 
Paul says yes, you are saved by Grace. Therefore, you must live a different life. 
 
In today’s fractured world, we see strife within our town, our State, our Union. We see hatred, 
not love. We see name calling, not listening. We focus on differences, not similarities. We are 
scared by diversity, not overjoyed by it. We are literally at war with those who think differently 
than we do. 
 



Therefore, what we have to offer is a new way. A different way to respond. We have to extend 
an invitation to live out our calling both within our faith community and the wider society. 
Living a Christlike life does not happen in seclusion. We must find a way to act out our faith 
that embodies genuine love for the other, mutual regard, humility, solidarity, peace and 
harmony.  
 
Not just to others in our congregation, but in our entire sphere of influence. It means we must 
live our different way of life in all parts of our life. How about that person driving so slowly in 
front of you? Or the rude person in the checkout line? Our coworkers, classmates, extended 
family? 
 
We have given this a name in the church...Hospitality. Hospitality does not mean simply 
welcoming new members into the church, or patting ourselves on the back for doing our 
charitable acts. Hospitality must move beyond charity to seeing it as justice. Hospitality as 
charity offers crumbs from our table. Hospitality as justice offers a seat at our table. In the 
context of Empire, we must offer new insights into transformation of the system that is 
inhospitable to so many.  
 
Hallelujah, we are saved! Therefore... 
 
 
 
 


