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Starting Over               FUPC 

Romans 12.1-8                 August 27, 2017 

 

By simply changing the way we think, we can change our lives.  Ralph Waldo Emerson said, "A 

person is what they think about all day long."  Jesus said, "As a man thinks in his heart, so is he." 

Our life is what our thoughts make it.   How we think about life determines if we will be an unhappy 

and miserable person or a happy, contented and well-adjusted person.  Napoleon Bonaparte had 

everything that many people long for:  Glory, Power, Riches and yet he said, "I've never known six 

happy days in my whole life."   Helen Keller was blind, deaf and unable to speak, and she said, "I have 

known life to be so beautiful."  What was the difference?  It was the thoughts that they allowed to rule 

their lives.  Invite negativity, cyncism, self-pity, and fear to rule your mind… and you will become an 

unhappy, cynical, victim afraid to take risks and live freely.  Invite and nurture positive thoughts, 

optimism, kindness, generosity and courage to rule your mind, and you'll undoubtedly be a positive, 

gracious, forgiving, trusting person that people want to be around.  Change your thoughts, and you'll 

change your life.   

 

That's what today's Scripture says.  Listen to it again:  "Therefore, I urge you, brothers and sisters, in 

view of God’s mercy, to offer your bodies as a living sacrifice, holy and pleasing to God—this is 

your true and proper worship. 2 Do not conform to the pattern of this world, but be transformed by 

the renewing of your mind. Then you will be able to test and approve what God’s will is—his good, 

pleasing and perfect will. 

 

The phrase that jumps out at me in this passage is this:   "be transformed by the renewing of your 

mind."    Paul invites us to an experience for being transformed that starts with thinking differently, 

changing our thought patterns, "renewing our mind" in the words of St. Paul. 

 

Some of you have been involved in renovating your home.  Maybe just one room, like a bathroom, a 

garage, your kitchen.  You know what a big job that is.  And how it gets really messy before it gets 

beautiful.  And it usually costs some money.  Not to mention the time and inconvenience of working 

around lumber, paint, clutter, and dust.   

 

When I read Paul's invitation in this verse, that's what I think of.  Renewing our minds is not something 

that's easy or quick.   Why should we even consider a renovation project involving the way we think?   

What's the point Paul?  You don't like the way I think?   Well, yes!  Paul would say, "I don't like the 

way you think, and if you're going to claim to be a follower of Jesus, you need to think about what 

you're thinking!" 

 

Remember, this letter of Romans was written not so much for a Jewish audience but for a Gentile 

audience.  This church was made up of converts from paganism.  They'd been raised believing in many 

gods.  Their worship involved visiting temples in which very self-indulgent, decadent, hedonistic 

practices were the basis of their religion.   And values like power, money, pride, greed, slavery and 

violence were not only acceptable but a measure of success.   

 

But some had been converted by the life and message of Jesus preached by Paul.  A gathering of new 

believers turned into a church.   And its this church that Paul writes to in this letter.  The first 11 

chapters are all about the life they used to lead full of paganism, hedonism, and the morally repugnant 

choices that they accepted without question.  Into that world, God's grace and mercy had come, and 

given them a new perspective, a new life, a higher view of their humanity.   God had rescued them 

from themselves and offered them a clean page, a fresh start, a new beginning. 
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So Paul begins chapter 12 with the word "Therefore…"   Since you were like that at one time and since 

God showered grace, mercy, forgiveness and a chance for a new way of living on you… because of all 

that, "Therefore…"      Therefore, I urge you, brothers and sisters, in view of God’s mercy, to offer 

your bodies as a living sacrifice, holy and pleasing to God—this is your true and proper worship.  

Before they offered their bodies in ways that were dehumanizing, demeaning, self-indulgent, morally 

destructive, and diminishing.   Paul says, "offer your bodies in a new way… not the old way that 

makes you less than human… offer your bodies as a living sacrifice… holy, pleasing to God." 

And you can imagine what it would take to change their thinking.  All their lives, they'd been taught 

and had experienced a way of being religious that was completely opposite of what following Jesus 

would mean.  They'd have to somehow change, be renewed, scrub the old mold and dust and dirt from 

their minds that had kept them chained to a way of life that only diminished and destroyed their 

humanity.      

 

So vs. 2 says it clearly, " Do not conform to the pattern of this world, but be transformed by the 

renewing of your mind. Then you will be able to test and approve what God’s will is—his good, 

pleasing and perfect will." 

 

Its about starting over.  Its about experiencing a new beginning.  Welcoming a change of heart, a 

different way of thinking.  Letting go of old prejudices and opinions that no longer serve us well.  

Releasing prejudices and judgments that only imprisoned us in a small world that made us negative, 

unhappy and unkind.  It’s a turning away from one direction that diminished us, turning to a new 

direction in which we could transcend by God's grace, everything that would seek to destroy our 

happiness.   

 

When Paul writes, 'do not be conformed to the pattern of this world…" he's talking about how 

immersed we are, unavoidably, in the values, priorities, and measures of success and coolness of our 

surrounding culture.   How do you measure success?  What will it take to make you feel happy, like 

you've arrived?   Paul invites us to reflect on how much we absorb and reflect the values of our culture 

that are in opposition or hostile to God's "good, pleasing and perfect will." 

 

Beginning a renovation project on the ways we think that have not served us well can be a daunting 

and depressing thought.  Maybe you know you tend to be a negative person and you've tried to change.  

Maybe you are aware of how easy it is for you to complain and judge, or to criticize others.  You've 

tried to change.  Maybe you have an inferiority complex and feel you're not worthy or capable of 

stepping up to a challenge or being successful.   So you're stuck and feel like a failure, afraid to try.  It 

all begins with our thoughts.  

 

And we tend to believe that we don't have any power over our thoughts.  So we become victims of our 

thinking and give up saying "Sorry, that's just me.  Just the way I am.  I can't help it." 

 

That's the conclusion I want to challenge today.  According to the bible, God's Spirit interacts with us 

at the level of our thoughts and feelings.  Spirit is Invisible, Spirit is Intangible.    But that doesn't mean 

its not real, powerful, transformative, and life-changing.   When we become followers of Jesus, we 

gain an ally who knows all the dark corners and hidden secrets of our lives.  And this ally is not there 

to judge or condemn.  This ally is on our side, first to convict us when what we're thinking, believing, 

or doing is contrary and hostile to the purity, grace, love and intention of God for us.  And then beyond 

the conviction, this ally is there to help us be different.  To experience a new start, a different way of 

thinking and being.   
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Paul wrote to another church along this same theme:  "If anyone is in Christ, they are a new creation.  

The old has passed away, behold all things have become new."  I Cor. 5.17   To the church at Philippi, 

Paul writes, "Brothers and sisters, continue to think about what is good and worthy of praise. Think 

about what is true and honorable and right and pure and beautiful and respected."  Phil.  4.8  

 

So a renewed mind begins with self-awareness.  What thoughts, what patterns of thinking, get me into 

trouble and make me feel sad, guilty, or angry at myself?  How does my brain sabotage my happiness?  

Begin there.  Pay attention to what you're thinking, and why.  Are you hard-wired to be judgmental and 

critical?  Are you hard-wired to be jealous?   Notice what you're thinking about that doesn't serve you 

well, and that may even contradict certain passages of the Bible. 

 

That's the second step, have a goal.  Start small.  Choose a passage of Scripture, like Philippians 4.8, or 

I Cor. 13. the love chapter.  And take just one of those qualities.  Don't take the whole list.  Just take 

one quality… patience, for example.  Paul says, "Love is patient."   Work with that.  And throughout 

the day, when someone pushes your impatience button, let that verse light up in your brain and flash so 

that you can't miss it.  "Love is patient.  Love is patient.  Love is patient."  Turn it into a mantra.  'Out 

of love for Jesus and by the power of the Spirit, I choose to be patient."    Go through the list. 

 

Kindness.  When your sarcastic button gets pushed, or you're tempted to say something that sounds 

mean or nasty or cruel, let that verse light up in your brain and flash so that you can't miss it.  "Love is 

kind.  Love is kind."  Turn it into a mantra.  'Out of love for Jesus and by the power of the Spirit, I 

choose to be kind." 

 

In fact, if I were to recommend just one passage of Scripture that could change your life and my life, it 

would be I Cor. 13   Here it is:  Love is patient, Love is kind.   Love is not jealous, it does not brag, and 

it is not proud. 5 Love is not rude, it is not selfish, and it cannot be made angry easily. Love does not 

remember wrongs done against it. 6 Love is never happy when others do wrong, but it is always happy 

with the truth. 7 Love never gives up on people. It never stops trusting, never loses hope, and never 

quits. 

 

Both steps are critically important.  Self-awareness about our destructive patterns of thinking alone can 

just make us feel guilty and junk about ourselves.  We can beat ourselves up.  But if self-awareness 

leads to an action plan, a decision to change and do something about it, we will find that God's Spirit is 

walking right beside us and pouring out a shower of power that will enable us to change our thinking.  

And when we change our thinking, we change our behavior.  When we change our behavior we change 

our character.  When we change our character, we change our destiny.   It all begins up here. 

 

Its not instant.  Its not magical.  Its not easy.  But with the help of God's Spirit, we can re-wire our 

brain through repetition and self-awareness.  Its practicing right thinking. The more we practice, the 

better we get at it.  Hour by hour, day by day, week by week…. God helps us, if we're willing, to have 

a mind that is renewed and responsive to the whispered correction and teaching of that still small voice 

inside us we know as God's Holy Spirit.   

 

Starting Over…. God's grace says that each day is a new day, a chance to make better choices, an 

opportunity to do a better job, to have a renewed mind, to become more in tune with the Spirit of 

Christ, a chance to become the person God promises to help us become by God grace, and in the power 

of the Spirit.  In three words… Mind your mind.  Amen.   

 


