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“THEREFORE …” 
Romans 11:33-12:8 

Eleventh Sunday after Pentecost (Series A) 
August 27, 2017 

Trinity Free Lutheran Church, Grand Forks, ND 

The sermon this morning is based on the epistle lesson. It comes from Paul’s Letter to the 
Romans, beginning at chapter 11, verse 33, and we will read through chapter 12, verse 8. It is 
on page 803 of the pew Bible. Please stand as you are able for the epistle lesson. From Romans 
11, we begin reading at verse 33. 

33 Oh, the depth of the riches and wisdom and knowledge of God! How unsearchable are 
his judgments and how inscrutable his ways! 

34 “For who has known the mind of the Lord,  
or who has been his counselor?” 

35 “Or who has given a gift to him  
that he might be repaid?” 

36 For from him and through him and to him are all things. To him be glory forever. 
Amen.  

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. 2 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. 

3 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. 4 For as in one body we have many members, 
and the members do not all have the same function, 5 so we, though many, are one 
body in Christ, and individually members one of another. 6 Having gifts that differ 
according to the grace given to us, let us use them: if prophecy, in proportion to our 
faith; 7 if service, in our serving; the one who teaches, in his teaching; 8 the one who 
exhorts, in his exhortation; the one who contributes, in generosity; the one who leads, 
with zeal; the one who does acts of mercy, with cheerfulness. 

Father, these are your words. Sanctify us in the truth. Your Word is truth. Amen. 
You may be seated. 

 
Are good works necessary for a Christian? I want you to think about that for a minute or 

two before you try to answer. Are good works necessary for a Christian? 
You might be thinking, Well, what do you mean, pastor? We could ask, Are good works 

necessary for salvation? And I hope we all know enough to say that none of us are capable of 
earning salvation by our good works. The only good works that can earn our salvation are the 
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works of Jesus Christ—particularly his death and resurrection. That is the good deed that earns 
our salvation. 

So that’s not what we’re talking about when we ask if good works are necessary. Neither 
our good works nor our sins, are able to add or subtract anything from our righteousness when 
we stand before God. All of that is based solely on Jesus Christ. 

But doesn’t God still command us to do good works? Indeed, he does. In fact, it is correct to 
say that good works are necessary for a Christian. But we do not say they are necessary to earn 
or maintain our salvation. All of that is God’s work. 

But God still commands us to do good works. The Fourth Commandment has not been 
modified to say, “If you feel like it, honor your father and your mother.” And the Sixth 
Commandment has not been changed to read, “Thou shalt not commit adultery, but if you do, 
it’s no big deal.” God’s Law is still the same, and he still commands us to obey it. 

So how does this work in the life of a Christian? And if our eternal salvation does not 
depend on our obedience to the Law, why should we even care? 

 
In order to help us understand this, I’d like to teach you three new words. They’re 

theological words, and they all come from Latin, so you can use that to impress your friends. 
They might be familiar to you already, but if not, we’ll make them familiar. The words are 
justification, sanctification, and vocation. Again, justification, sanctification, and vocation. Since 
they all rhyme, perhaps some artsy person can write a poem or a song for us. 

But let’s define them first. You’ve probably heard at least one or two of these words before, 
but we want to make sure we have the correct theological definitions for them. First, the word 
justification. This is the primary teaching of all of Scripture, and it has often been called the 
doctrine on which the Church stands or falls. In its biblical usage, the verb justify means “to 
declare righteous.” So the doctrine of justification—that central doctrine upon which the 
Church stands or falls—is the teaching that God declares us sinners to be righteous, not 
because of anything we have done, but simply through faith in Jesus Christ, who has made 
satisfaction for our sins. 

This is what Paul teaches throughout the first eleven chapters of Romans. And we need to 
get this understanding of justification firmly planted in our minds before we consider what we 
just read from chapter twelve. Notice the word “therefore” in verse one. Whenever we read 
the word “therefore,” we should ask ourselves, What’s it there for? It always connects what is 
about to be said with what has just been said. And in this case, the word “therefore” refers 
back to everything that has been said in the first eleven chapters of Romans. 

So we’re kind of cheating by picking up at the very end of the eleventh chapter. Paul 
intended this letter to be read in one sitting, but it’s not always practical to read for 45 minutes 
or so before we even get to this part of the letter, so I’m simply summarizing—as best I can—
what Paul teaches in the first eleven chapters. So your homework for this week is to read the 
first eleven chapters. And if you read the first eleven chapters, you might as well just read the 
whole book. So, do that. I promise you won’t be disappointed. But if you do it, and feel like it 
was a waste of time, let me know. I’ll buy you lunch, and you can tell me all about it. 

So in the first eleven chapters, Paul teaches us what God has done to save us from our sins. 
He teaches us the doctrine of justification. 
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Then he gets to this turning point in chapter twelve, and he uses the word “therefore.” He’s 
moving on to a new subject, but he’s not leaving the previous one behind. In fact, he wants us 
to remember the previous subject. Everything he is about to say is based on everything he has 
already taught. 

So in chapter twelve his focus turns to the other two words I’d like to teach you: 
sanctification and vocation. 

If you’ve ever heard of the distinction between justification and sanctification, you may 
have been taught that justification is about God’s forgiveness, and sanctification is about our 
growth in good works—as if justification is God’s work and sanctification is our work. But that’s 
not quite true. The verb sanctify simply means, “to make holy.” So remember, justification has 
to do with the righteousness God gives to us, and sanctification has to do with holiness. And 
both of these things are God’s work. 

Sanctification is the work of the Holy Spirit whereby he renews us after the image of God. 
This work begins at baptism, it continues through the hearing of God’s Word and the reception 
of the Lord’s Supper, and it will finally be completed in the resurrection on the Last Day. On that 
Day, our bodies and souls will finally be perfected. 

The false idea we are tempted to believe is that God gets us started in the Christian life, but 
if we really want to be good Christians, then we have to get busy doing good works so that we 
can really improve ourselves and be really holy. We’re tempted to believe this because then we 
might have something to boast about. But this is false. Paul addressed this issue when he wrote 
to the congregation in Galatia. You see, they believed this lie. So Paul said, “Are you so foolish? 
Having begun by the Spirit, are you now being perfected by the flesh?” (Gal. 3:3) The answer is, 
Of course not! Sanctification—that is, your holiness—is also the work of God. Paul says again in 
Philippians, “He who began a good work in you will bring it to completion at the day of Jesus 
Christ” (Phil. 1:6). So it’s never complete in this life, but it will be at the return of Christ. 

So the Holy Spirit is constantly working to transform us into the image of God. And this is 
what we see in Romans 12, when Paul says, “Do not be conformed to this world, but be 
transformed by the renewal of your mind” (12:2). I might be getting a bit too nerdy here, but I 
want you to notice the grammar of the phrase, “be transformed.” It’s a passive verb. That 
means it’s not something we do, but something that is done to us. So Paul does not say, 
“Transform yourselves.” Instead he says, “Be transformed,” because it is the Holy Spirit who 
does this work in our lives. 

Paul spoke of this transformation earlier in chapter six, where he talks about Baptism. He 
says, “We were buried … with him by baptism into death, in order that, just as Christ was raised 
from the dead by the glory of the Father, we too might walk in newness of life” (Rom. 6:4). So 
there is a transformation—there is something new that is created in Baptism. We call it “faith,” 
and this faith produces good works. 

So good works do not contribute to our sanctification, but our sanctification does result in 
good works being done. And the same thing can be said about justification. Our good works do 
not make us righteous before God, nor do they make us more holy. But God’s works of 
justification and sanctification both result in good works. 

So yes, God does still care about good works, even though those good works—or even he 
lack of them—cannot make him either more or less pleased with us. God is pleased with us only 
because of the work of Jesus Christ. 
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But God continues to command us to do good works, simply because God loves his creation. 
His Law is the revelation of how he desires his creation to function. And when his creation 
functions the way he intends, this is good, both for ourselves, and for our neighbors. 

 
And this brings us to our third theological word: vocation. We tend to think of the word 

vocation in terms of employment. If I ask you what your vocation is, you might say you are a 
teacher, or a plumber, or a bus driver. Or you might say you’re a stay at home mom, therefore 
you don’t have a vocation. This, by the way, is false. When we talk about the doctrine of 
vocation, the word vocation simply means, “calling.” A vocation is anything God calls us to, 
whether we get paid for it or not. So each one of us have multiple different vocations, because 
we live in various different relationships to the people around us. For example, I have the 
vocations of husband and son, brother and uncle, friend and neighbor, pastor, citizen, church 
member, and probably several other things I didn’t think of when I made my list. Some of you 
might have the vocations of parent or grandparent, student or Sunday school teacher, usher, 
musician, or any number of different things. 

And all of our vocations are defined by the relationships we have to another person. In each 
relationship, we ask the question, “What is God’s will for how I live and act in relationship to 
this other person.” And that is your vocation. God calls us to live according to his design in each 
of the various stations of life he has placed us in. 

So we consult the Ten Commandments and the more specific parts of his Law to learn how 
he would have us love our neighbors. 

It sounds pretty basic, but I have found the doctrine of vocation to be an incredibly freeing 
doctrine, because it gives us the proper theological category to put our good works. If we put 
our good works into the categories of either justification or sanctification, then we would 
constantly be checking our good works to see if they are enough, and the answer would always 
be, “No.” But when we put them in the category of vocation, then we don’t have to look over 
our shoulders to see if God is pleased with us, and we can simply focus on discerning and doing 
what is best for our neighbor. And then we can also see the benefit of our good works. Our 
good works do not benefit God at all, and they cannot add to his glory. But they certainly do 
benefit our neighbors, and God is pleased with that. 

So in this way we worship God and offer our bodies to him as a living sacrifice when we 
serve those around us. And this is the worship God commands of us—that we offer our bodies 
as a living sacrifice. 

You may have noticed that the term “living sacrifice” is a bit of an oxymoron. The phrase 
that gets translated as “spiritual worship” or “reasonable service” or something like that, 
typically refers to the liturgical service of sacrifice in the Old Testament. That is what God 
required of his people back then. And there was no such thing as a living sacrifice. If an animal 
didn’t die, the priest was doing something wrong. But everything changed in Jesus Christ. He is 
the once for all sacrifice for all sins (Heb. 10:10, 12, 14). God no longer requires payment for 
sins. So the worship he desires from us has changed. Instead of it being directed toward God, it 
has been directed toward our neighbors. So in this way the term “worship” refers not to one 
hour on Sunday morning, but to a daily, moment-by-moment living in service of our neighbors. 
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We can speak of worship in two different ways: the worship of the Law and the worship of 
the Gospel. The worship of the Law is what God commands us to do, and the worship of the 
Gospel is what God does. 

When we gather to hear God’s Word and receive Christ’s body and blood, we can call that 
the worship of the Gospel. As weird as it may sound, God is here to serve us during this time. 
And the worship of the Law refers, not to what we do for God, but what we do for our 
neighbors. So our response to God’s gifts in the Gospel manifests as love toward our neighbors. 
This is the worship of the Law that is pleasing to God. So if we take all our efforts and abilities 
and good intentions, and if we hold them up to God as a gift to him, as if he is supposed to be 
impressed with us, they amount to nothing more than sinful trash. They add nothing to Christ’s 
sacrifice, but instead stand as blasphemy against his holy and precious blood. But if we offer 
our bodies in service to our neighbors, that is good and well-pleasing to God, because God loves 
our neighbors and wants them to benefit from our good works. We offer our bodies to God as a 
living sacrifice when we use our bodies to serve those around us. 

So the best explanation of good works I have ever heard is this: “God does not need our 
good works, but our neighbor does” (Gustav Wingren, Luther on Vocation, 10). It sounds really 
simple and obvious, but we lose sight of it so easily. 

When we consider the value our good works have for our neighbor, we recognize the value 
of ordinary vocations. We see the value of simple things like mowing your lawn or wiping your 
baby’s bottom. These are good works that God is happy to see because they benefit your 
neighbor. These are even holy works because God loves your neighbor. 

 
Now, there are various different vocations we could explore further. But I’ll mention just 

one, because that’s the vocation Paul talks about in our text. It’s the vocation of church 
member. 

He speaks of the congregation as a body, with many different members. And just as our 
own physical bodies have many different members with many different functions, so it is with 
the body of Christ. As we are united with Jesus Christ, we are also united with one another 
through Christ. And each of us have various different gifts that we can use in service of one 
another. Paul mentions a few of them in this passage, but we get the impression that the list 
could go on and on. 

One thing to notice about the list is that some gifts sound more spiritual, like teaching or 
exhortation, but others sound more physical, like service or acts of mercy. But none of them are 
to be regarded as more important than another. In fact, Paul commands us not to think of 
ourselves more highly than we ought (12:3). Our various gifts are not to be used to elevate one 
person over another. They are to be used in service of one another and of our entire body. The 
one who teaches is not more important than the one who cleans toilets. Everything is done in 
service of one another and for the strengthening of the body. 

So I want each one of you—from the oldest to the youngest, and from the strongest to the 
weakest—I want each one of you to consider yourselves an indispensable member of this body, 
because you are. God has put you here for a reason. You may not immediately notice all the 
ways you can benefit the congregation, but you do. I could try to explain all the ways this 
happens, but that would take a long time, and I would miss more than I hit. 
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But it begins simply with your presence here. When we come to hear and study God’s Word 
together, to lift our voices in song, and even just to visit with one another, not only are we 
blessed individually, but we make it possible for others to do the same. So when members of 
the body become inactive or decide to cut themselves off from the body, it doesn’t just hurt 
them. It hurts all of us. 

And I know this is the ultimate example of preaching to the choir, because you are all here, 
doing exactly what I’m talking about right now. But maybe next week or on Wednesday night 
you’ll be tempted not to be here. Or maybe this week you will see someone who should be 
here, but isn’t. What will you say to them? Will you say, “You know, we need you. And I think 
you need us too.”? 

So if there are two things I can impress upon you concerning the congregation, it’s this: 
First, that the congregation is a gift from God to you. I know this might be hard to believe 
sometimes, because every congregation has flaws, and if you look hard enough, you will find 
them. But it’s true. And the second one is this: You are a gift to the other members of the 
congregation. This also might be hard to believe, because if we look hard enough, we will all 
find flaws in our own lives. But it’s true. Both of these things are true, I can confidently say for 
each and every one of you, that the congregation is a gift from God to you, and you are a gift to 
the other members of the congregation, because we are a body together in Jesus Christ, and a 
body together is better than a body separated. 

 
God is always giving us gifts. In justification he gives us the gift of righteousness—a 

righteousness that is pure and complete and unfading. In sanctification he is making us holy, 
little by little, until he finishes it all at once on the Last Day. And even in vocation he is giving us 
gifts. He is giving us as gifts to one another and to our neighbors around us. In all things, God is 
working to accomplish good things for us and in us. May we rejoice in this, and may we be 
found faithful. Amen. 

 
Now may the peace of God, which passes all understanding, guard your hearts and minds in 

Christ Jesus (Phil. 4:7). Amen. 


