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The first eleven chapters of Romans are Paul’s description of the breadth 

and depth of the love of God shown to us through Jesus Christ.  Because of all the 

gracious work God has accomplished through the life, ministry, death and 

resurrection of Jesus, Paul urges us to respond by offering our whole selves, our 

very lives, body, mind, and spirit, to God as a living sacrifice.  Not a sacrifice that 

dies like the animals offered up in the temple in Jerusalem, but living, breathing, 

speaking, acting offerings to God.  We are to bring our living as an offering which 

stays alive and makes an ongoing difference in the world. 

 

Part of that spiritual or reasonable or fitting worship is to refuse to let our 

bodies, minds and spirits get squeezed into the mold of our particular culture, the 

human society of which we are a part.  In his translation of the New Testament, J. 

B. Phillips translates Romans 12:2 like this, “Don’t let the world around you 

squeeze you into its own mold, but let God remold your minds from within.”  And 

Eugene Peterson in The Message puts it like this, “Don’t become so well-adjusted 

to your culture that you fit into it without even thinking.” 

 

Now, there is in every society, every culture some real beauty, some values 

to be celebrated and embraced.  There are also beliefs, practices, habits, attitudes, 

truisms, myths that, if we embrace them, will leave us misshapen, malformed, less 

than the fully human creatures God created us to be.  Paul says, don’t let the world, 

your culture, squeeze you into its own mold.  Don’t let yourself be conformed to 

the ways and values of any particular society that organizes itself apart from God, 

as pretty much all do. 

 

We are called, as part of a flawed humanity, to seek to discern the will of 

God, the best way to live, in the midst of our society.  But we are not to do that 

discernment in isolation, but together as the body of Christ.  Eugene Boring writes, 

“The variety of individual opinions are pooled in the corporate body of Christ, so 

that in interaction with each other under the guidance of the Spirit, Christians are 

called on to discern the will of God together.  We must decide for ourselves, but 

not by ourselves.” (The People’s Commentary, page 497) 



 

 This is essential work for followers of Jesus, for the church, because we so 

easily succumb to the values and attitudes of our particular culture.  We could 

probably spend most of the day discussing all the different ways the church is in 

danger of conforming, but in the absence of the time to have that discussion, let me 

name a few ways I see. 

 

We have a tendency to join our culture in giving value, worth to a select 

group of people based on the way our society awards worth—looks, intelligence as 

indicated by one’s level of education, net worth, whiteness, class, popularity, 

position in the community. 

 

We conform when we participate in the political polarization of our society.  

We are conforming when we embrace wholeheartedly any particular political 

ideology whether left, right, or middle of the road.  And even worse than 

conforming to those is our habit of claiming Jesus and God and the Bible in 

support of our particular political ideology.  It’s my suspicion that none of these 

political ideologies have fully embraced the way of Jesus…and so we should be 

thoughtful and careful, discerning, in our embrace of either Republican or 

Democrat, Independent or Green or Libertarian platforms.  Because for us the 

platform of Jesus is the basis for our lives. 

 

We conform when we buy into particular social and economic ideologies—

individualism, capitalism, socialism, nationalism.  There may be a kernel of truth 

in any of them, values and practices worth embracing, but they often have values 

and tenets and practices that miss the way of Jesus, veer from the will of God for 

human beings. 

 

And then there are ideologies that are just plain wrong and fly in the face of 

the way of Jesus, the will of God.  Racism, white nationalism, white supremacy are 

among the isms prevalent in our society, but which just plain miss the way God has 

revealed through the covenant way of Moses, through the do justice, love 

kindness/live in covenant, walk humbly with God way of the prophets, and the 

love God and love neighbor way of Jesus. 

 

Our society…as well as many other societies in this world…have made 

consumerism, the making and spending of money, lots of money, the goal of life.  



Through advertising, messages in our families, schooling, guidance from teachers 

and other messaging we very easily slide into that mindset and let money and 

things become god, a god Jesus warned against because he knew its tremendous 

power to control and twist our lives in ways that distort the image of God in us. 

 

 Paul was fully aware of the danger of embracing the values and dreams and 

goals of the society around us, so he urges us, “Do not be conformed to this age, 

but be transformed by the renewing of your minds….”  And then, lest we had no 

idea about how not to conform, Paul gives us some of the details of a non-

conformist way in the rest of Romans twelve.   

 

Paul says, “Don’t think more highly of yourself than you ought to think.”  

Pride, self-centeredness, self-occupation, selfishness, narcissism are the ways of a 

culture out of touch with God.  Don’t buy into that.   

 

And don’t’ think less of yourself than you ought to think.  You are made by 

God in the image of God…and you have been gifted by God with abilities that can 

help heal the world.  Use your God given gifts for the well-being of others.  

Though our society sometimes leads us to discount what we have to offer, each of 

us has a role to play in the healing of the world.  It’s not just the pastors and 

politicians, the wealthy philanthropists and the members of Doctors without 

Borders who have a role to play.  You do too.  You are not just a spectator in the 

work of God in this world…you are a player…so play!  Don’t be conformed to the 

urge to play small.  Lay hold of your gifts and serve the world. 

 

Paul calls us the body of Christ, reminding us that we are all inter-connected 

with everyone else…or are supposed to be.  We are steeped, in this culture, in the 

ideology of individualism…which has some important truths, but very easily 

morphs into the solitary man, self-made person myths dear to us in this country.  

Resist the stand alone, self-sufficient mentality, and embrace the life together in 

community for which God made us. 

 

Put love, genuine love at the center of your life.  Multiple times in this 

passage, Paul says things like, “Let love be genuine love.  Love one another with 

mutual affection, outdoing one another in showing honor, contribute to the needs 

of the saints.”  All of that is saying conform your life to the way of love   

 



Hate what is evil…don’t embrace it.  (Though it’s really important to do 

careful discernment of what is evil because we are quite good in most societies at 

calling evil good and calling some things evil that really aren’t.  Before we call 

some things evil, we ought to carefully think through together the issue.)  

 

Do not lag in zeal, be ardent in the Spirit, serve God.  Those things matter. 

 

Rejoice in hope…even when hope is hard to see.  Be patient in suffering.  

Persevere in prayer.  All that makes a difference…though society often doesn’t see 

the value in these things.  

 

Extend hospitality to strangers…a true non-conformist calling.  This one 

gets a little dicey because in the Hebrew Bible and in Jesus’ thinking, strangers are 

foreigners, persons of a different nation who come to live among us.  Our society is 

obviously not good at such hospitality…even to the strangers who come to our 

border as refugees, fleeing some sort of persecution, violence, danger.   

 

Bless those who persecute you—obviously a non-conformist way.   

 

Rejoice with those who rejoice, weep with those who weep…, in other 

words, show some empathy—feel with others in their joy, their sorrow, their 

brokenness. 

 

Live in harmony with one another…it’s how God created us to live. 

 

Do not be haughty (even though it seems to be fashionable these days), but 

associate with the lowly, in other words, see their humanity and treat them with 

dignity, no matter who they are. 

 

Do not claim to be wiser than you are…but don’t dumb down either.   

 

Do not repay evil for evil (don’t look to get even), but go for what is “noble 

in the sight of all...” which is to respond with grace and forgiveness.    

 

So far as it depends upon you, live peaceably with all, not just your siblings 

in Christ, but with all people, living with the conviction that all finally belong to 



God.  As C. K. Barrett puts it, “There is no Christian virtue in provoking strife….” 

(Harpers NT Commentary, Romans, page 242)   

 

Don’t avenge yourself.  This is the second time in these verses that Paul has 

said something like this, giving it added emphasis.  Eugene Boring comments, 

“[this is] a warning to the Christian, that to take revenge into one’s own hands is to 

encroach on God’s territory.  Here is an instance where the Christian ethic clashes 

with the values of a secular culture that admires the wronged person who strikes 

back [saying] I don’t’ get mad; I get even.” (Ibid, page 498)  Paul seems to be 

saying, “God has a better view of the situation than you do…and God will take 

care of it in due time somehow.”   

 

Instead of revenge, Paul says, “Rather, feed your enemies if they are hungry, 

give them something to drink if they are thirsty.  Do not be overcome by evil, but 

overcome evil with good.”  That’s classic non-conformity to the ways of our 

society and most societies. 

 

And if you have doubts that Paul’s crazy non-conformist ways are too crazy, 

go back to Jesus, read his sermon on the mount including the beatitudes, “Blessed 

are the poor.  Blessed are those who mourn.  Blessed are the meek.”  Read Jesus, 

watch Jesus as he breaks all kinds of taboos and visits with a Samaritan woman, 

makes a hated Samaritan the hero of one of his best-known stories, and calls us to 

love our enemies as well as our neighbors.  Paul said it, Jesus said it, “Do not be 

conformed to this world…but be transformed by the renewal of your mind.”  

Resist the mold by choosing the non-conformist way of Jesus. 

 

 

 

 

 


