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Living Sacrifices 

 

The Word of the Lord from Romans 12:1: “I appeal to you therefore, brothers, by the mercies of 
God, to present your bodies as a living sacrifice, holy and acceptable to God, which is your spiritual 

worship.” This is the Word of the Lord. 
 

Grace to you and peace from God our Father and the Lord Jesus Christ. Amen 
 

St. Paul has spent the first eight chapters of Romans talking about justification, meticulously 

building the case that you are saved solely by the grace of God, for the sake of Jesus, crucified and risen 
for you. He’s spent chapters 9-11 discussing whether or not Christ has also died for the Jews. (He has.) 

Now, as chapter 12 begins, Paul is going to talk about what it means to live your life as one redeemed 
before God. 

 

He starts with an oxymoron: he appeals to you to present your bodies as a living sacrifice, holy 
and acceptable to God. A “living sacrifice” is a contradiction. Sacrifices aren’t living: by definition, they’re 

dead. That’s how it was throughout the Old Testament: when a sacrifice was needed, an animal was 
picked out—one of the best, without any sort of spot or blemish or defect. The sacrifice meant that it was 

killed—its blood was shed, its flesh eaten or burned. You couldn’t take a lamb to the temple, offer it as a 
sacrifice, and then return it to the flock when you got home. The sacrifice meant that the animal was no 

more.  

 
But something has changed since the Old Testament: Christ has changed everything by His 

cross. Apart from Christ, your death was necessary to satisfy God’s justice: in other words, apart from 
Christ, you had to be the usual sacrifice for your sin—dead and gone. But that can be no longer, because 

Christ has been the Sacrifice for your sin—all of your sin, even the sins you haven’t committed yet. He’s 

already shed His blood and died in your place—the fatal sacrifice for your sin has already been made. It 
was real, too—real death and real hell; we make this point because some have suggested that Jesus 

didn’t really die, but that He was only near death when He was taken off the cross. But no, His death was 
real. Because His death was real, His resurrection was real—and so is your hope that He will really raise 

you from the dead to everlasting life. 

 
Since Christ has been crucified and sacrificed for your sin, God no longer requires you to die for 

your sin: that’s the Gospel. Since you are no longer to be a dying sacrifice, you are now set free to be a 
living sacrifice. What does this mean? It means that your daily life is an offering to God, that you are set 

free from sin to serve those around you as the hands and feet and voice of Jesus. Paul speaks of this 
later on in the text. It means that you are to be holy and acceptable to God as well, and we should not 

skip over this either, for here is more good news. In the Old Testament, once the sacrifice was made, 

God would decide whether or not He would accept it. But, as a living sacrifice, you don’t live each day 
wondering if what you do will be holy and acceptable to God. You live with the confidence that God 

already accepts you—you live with the joyful certainty that God already calls you holy. Why? Because 
your acceptableness and your holiness do not depend on your sacrifice, but upon Christ. And because 

Christ has already died and risen to make you holy and acceptable to God, you are already holy and 

acceptable to God.  
 

That’s why, by the way, Paul begins by saying, “I appeal to you.” He doesn’t say, “I command 
you.” He’s not saying, “In order to be acceptable to God, you must live this way.” He says, “Because God 

has accepted you, you can live this way.” 
 



You can, but you don’t have to. The Lord doesn’t force anyone to be forgiven, holy or sanctified. 

You can refuse the gift of salvation and return to a life of sin and an eternity of death and hell if you so 
choose. That’s what the devil, the world and your sinful flesh are always tempting, deceiving, seducing, 

harassing and attacking you to do. Many fall from the faith: rather than continue to live as those set free 
from sin, they return to a life where sin is their master and their eternity is death and hell. 

 

This is not God’s desire for you. Thus Paul goes on, “Do not be conformed to this world, but be 
transformed by the renewal of your mind, that by testing you may discern what is the will of God, what is 

good and acceptable and perfect.”  
 

“Do not be conformed to this world,” says Paul. To be conformed to this world is to create a god 
in your own image, one that allows you to indulge in whatever sins you want. To be conformed to this 

world is to reject the Lord and His Word, to do what feels good and look out for yourself. Many who think 

they are saved are actually condemned; because while they say, “I follow Jesus,” they also say, “and 
Jesus doesn’t mind if I break His Word here or there.” As we talked about on Sunday, both big sins and 

little sins are enough to condemn you. To say that Jesus doesn’t mind little sins is to say that Jesus must 
bow the knee to what the world says is acceptable—and that is unacceptable to the holy, most high God.  

 

As a Christian—as one set free from sin and made alive in Christ, you take care not to be 
conformed to this world. Instead, because you have been transformed by the renewal of your mind—and 

all of you, really, you now test everything so that you may discern what the will of God is. As one set free 
to know and believe God’s Word, you measure everything against it. Where God commands or permits 

something, you know that it is good and acceptable and perfect to do. Where God forbids something, you 
know that it is not good and acceptable and perfect; and you know that to willingly commit such sins is 

to conform yourself to the world once more. That is not the life of the Christian: as one set free from sin, 

you do not wallow enslaved to it any longer. 
 

Here then, we find an important question for Christians. You are not to be conformed to the 
world: in fact, as one set free from sin, you shouldn’t be sinning anymore, anyway. You have no excuse. 

You have a sinful nature that’s still trying to kill you, but it’s not an excuse because Christ has defeated 

sin. But because of that sinful nature, you’re still going to sin anyway, daily and much. So here’s the 
question: whenever you sin, are you conformed to the world and lost again? Some have said so: some 

have said that you have fallen from faith every time you sin until you repent of each sin. But it is not so. 
 

Here, perhaps, is a good way to explain your life as a living sacrifice: you are still troubled by sin, 

but sin is no longer your king. You don’t live enslaved to it. You don’t live with it as your god. Christ is 
now your King, for He has set you free from sin and death. Nevertheless, sin still prowls around. It’s off 

the throne, but it’s creeping around in the alleyways. It’s like the robber or the mugger in the shadows: it 
cannot reign, but now and then it’s going to jump you. It’s going to try to get you to join the old gang. 

It’s going to attack so that you fall prey and sin. This does not mean that sin is your ruler: it just means 
that it’s more powerful than you are. But it is not too powerful for Christ, your King: He has defeated sin 

for you by His sacrifice on the cross. So when you fall prey to sin, you run to the King. You confess your 

sin, and you rejoice that your King is merciful to you, that He continues to transform and renew you by 
His Word and His Sacraments. 

 
You are not lost again every time you sin. You are only lost if you refuse to repent of your sin. To 

refuse to repent of your sin is to make sin your king instead; and since sin is already defeated, you will 

then follow your ruler into the exile of hell unless you repent.  
 

So now you’re living your life as one set free, comforted with the knowledge that you are holy 
and acceptable to God, in Christ, despite the daily attacks of sin. You live a life of repentance, so that you 

might live joyfully as one who is redeemed and confident that sin has no hold on you. That’s the essence 
of the Christian life.  



 

And now, as one set free from sin, you are set free to serve. This is what Paul says next: “For by 
the grace given to me I say to everyone among you not to think of himself more highly than he ought to 

think, but to think with sober judgment, each according to the measure of faith that God has assigned.” 
Think with sober judgment, says Paul; and while that sounds less than enjoyable to many, it is only so 

because our sinful flesh resists the Word of God. Your sinful nature pushes you to do whatever is fun, 

what is easy, what is enjoyable, what is pleasurable. As a Christian, though, you’re looking to do what is 
good and acceptable and perfect. The Christian looks to do what is right, not what is self-serving or 

expedient. You eat, you dress, you speak, you act in service to others, not yourselves. As Christians, you 
are certainly not against fun and enjoyment: but you also know that many temptations come disguised as 

fun and enjoyable, and that the devil uses fun and enjoyable things as obstacles to what is good and 
acceptable and perfect. (Just look at Sunday attendance numbers during the summer!) 

 

What is right and what is enjoyable are not necessarily opposites, either; but you can bet that 
the devil will work hard to make it difficult to do what is right. In all of this, you have the Word of God: 

and by it, you test all things to discern what the will of God is. Given something to do, you don’t say, “It’s 
right if it is easy.” You say, “It’s right if it is what God would have me do.” Where it is easy, thanks be to 

God. Where it is difficult, you know that God will grant you the strength to do what must be done, and 

even use setbacks and failures all for your good. You can be sure He will do so, because you are holy and 
acceptable to Him for the sake of Jesus.  

 
So you do what is good and acceptable and perfect, because that is what Jesus has set you free 

to do; and you do it in service to the body of Christ. Paul declares that “we, though many, are one body 
in Christ, and individually members one of another.” As the Lord makes His Church alive by His grace, 

now we serve one another. That service will be different for each, because God gives different gifts. 

Christians hold different offices: holding the office of pastor, I have a rather more public service to the 
Church than most. You may be gifted with many talents and abilities or wealth, and thus you are set free 

to make use of them: not to get your way, but in service to the body of Christ. You may have little in the 
way of wealth or health, but you are still set free to serve as you are able. The big temptation here is to 

think that those who do more are more acceptable to God. But the Lord says to His people, “All of you 

are worth the price of My Son’s blood, so all of you are acceptable to Me.” It is not your limitations that 
would hurt you in the family of God, but bowing the knee to sin. For example, the one who is unable to 

help because of health is still holy and acceptable to God; but the one who refuses to help out of sloth or 
selfish pride is conforming himself to the world. Do not be conformed to the world; for in Christ, you are 

transformed. 

 
Do you see how all of this comes back to Christ? You are a living sacrifice, not a dead one, 

because Christ has died in your place. You are holy and acceptable to God because Jesus has taken away 
your sins. You are able to test all things and discern what is good and acceptable and perfect because 

Jesus gives you repentance and faith along with the forgiveness of sins. You are set free to serve others 
because Jesus has set you free from destructive self-service. You do not begrudge the talents of others 

because you are acceptable to God who has given you the gifts that you have, all for Jesus’ sake.  

 
Christian bookstores are lined with books about “Christian living.” Here in our text, Paul boils it 

down so simply for us. You are set free because Christ has set you free, and you remain free as you live 
a life of repentance in Him. You remain alive and renewed by the grace He gives in His Word. Instead of 

buying out the local bookstore, if you want to be sure that you are living as a Christian, then hear these 

words once again: you are forgiven for all of your sins.  
 

In the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Ghost. Amen  

 


