
 
1 

Love the City, part 2 
Means: Community 

Romans 12:1-21     Pastor Bland Mason     9.10.2017 
BIG Idea: The church is a counter-cultural community in the city 

INTRODUCTION  
•Last week we started a series called Love the City. God loves people and people are concentrated in cities so 

we believe God loves cities. And it also means that his church is to love the city too. 
•Urbanization is happening globally. In 2016, 54% of people lived in cities. By 2030 that will move to 60% and 

by 2050, 66% of 2/3 of all human beings on earth will live in cities.  
•Boston is growing slowly but it exerts a crazy global influence for its size. In fact, I have done some research to 

lead me to conclude that Boston may be the most influential city on earth per-person. God loves cities 
and God loves Boston. 

•Last week we learned from Romans 1:16 that we see God’s heart for cities in the heart of the gospel. God 
meets everyone in the city where they are with the gospel. Paul said, For I am not ashamed of the gospel, 
for it is the power of God for salvation to everyone who believes, to the Jew first and also to the Greek. –
Romans 1:16 

•When the gospel meets us it then makes us new and begins to work itself out in our individual lives. But we 
didn’t talk about how Jesus then brings those people into a new community together. One unlike any 
other on earth. 

•This community is the church and while the gospel creates it by renewing people, it doesn’t create a perfect 
community. The church is made up of diverse people broken by sin and being restored by Jesus 
through the power of the gospel. 

•As that community lives out of the gospel, they begin to function in a unique way in the city. The church is a 
counter-cultural community in the city. That’s our BIG IDEA.  The church is a community in the city 
who’s very existence declares the power of the gospel and by doing so it is God’s way of loving the city. 
How so? The church is a community of people NOT brought together by affinity, simply mutual 
interests, or even agreement on most things that people in this city unite around. 

•It is a community brought together by the power of the gospel and that gospel leads the church to live 
radically different than any other community in the city. God loves the city and the church should love 
the city as well. They best way to do that is to start by being the community Jesus wants it to be. 

•Tim Keller – “Once in cities, Christians should be a dynamic counterculture. It is not enough for Christians to 
simply live as individuals in the city. They must live as a particular kind of community. Jesus told his 
disciples that they were "a city on a hill" that showed God's glory to the world (Matt. 5:14-16). Christians 
are called to be an alternative city within every earthly city, and alternate human culture within every 
human culture, to show how sex, money, and power can be used in nondestructive ways.”  Christianity 
Today 

•How does the gospel make the church a counter-cultural community like that? We’re going to see 3 markers 
of the church in Romans 12 that make it counter-cultural. Remember as we talked about last week, 
Rome was a city of 1.2million diverse people from all over the world. There were the haves and have 
nots, there were the educated and uneducated, there were slaves and there were free. In particular, 
Paul in his letter to the Romans addresses the need for the church to be unified though some were 
Christians from a Jewish background and some were from a Greek background. 

•So let’s look at 3 markers of the church as a counter-cultural community. 
1. A worshiping community (12:1-2) 
Romans 12:1-2 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, 



 
2 

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. 

•Paul is summarizing everything in Romans 1-11 with the word “therefore.” He called it “the mercies of God” – 
what is he talking about here? He’s talking about the gospel. The gospel is what shapes the church as a 
community and is the basis for everything she does. We can miss it here but this is not a singular 
command. Paul isn’t saying, “you present your body. And you present your body. And you present your 
body.”  

•This act of presenting is actually a community activity. And Paul describes what this presentation actually is: 
worship. It is the worship of God based on the gospel.  

•The church is fundamentally a worshiping community, one where all of kinds of people come together 
because of Jesus and worship God with together with their lives. The church is not the local dispenser 
of religious goods and services. If you are hurting, we want to serve you but we serve you best not 
simply by meeting your needs but by pointing you to Jesus. 

•As a community Paul says in v.2 the church shouldn’t be conformed to the pattern of this world but be 
transformed by God renewing our minds. That happens as we worship. Worship means getting our 
minds and hearts off what this world says is ultimate and getting them focused on God. And in the end 
of v.2 Paul is saying as the church worships God in every area of life – in how we work, how we spend 
our money, in our relationships, in our free-time, then God renews our minds and directs his people to 
live out his will. 

•In Boston, as the church worships God as ultimate, we begin to be counter-cultural. In a city where self is seen 
as ultimate, the church sees every individual as being made in the image-of-God but that none of us is 
ultimate. God is. That means who we worship is more important than what we achieve. That means we 
are defined by the mercies of God and not by what others say of us.  

•Rome was a city full of the worship of countless God, including Emperor worship. The Roman Pantheon 
[PICTURE] was built as a religious site symbolic of the cities worship. The name Pantheon means “all 
the gods.” Rome was a city where anything goes. You could have all the gods you wanted. LIST ON 
SCREEN - You could worship Mars, the god of war or Minerva, the goddess of wisdom, intelligence and 
learning or you could worship Venus, the goddess of beauty. OR if you wanted to have fun, you could 
worship Bacchus, the god of wine and partying. Naturally, he was one of Rome's most popular gods. 
Now, it's a good thing we are modern and don’t worship such things. 

•Our city is full of its own gods that call for worship. They call for us to pay homage. To try to appease them by 
performing daily rituals of rising early and staying super late to finish a project. We are promised riches, 
fame, honor, and glory if we succeed. It is easy to get caught up in it and yet to never know if you have 
actually done enough. 

•Like today, the church, in the city of Rome, was a counter-cultural community that said Jesus has done 
everything we need and Jesus is ultimate. Therefore, we worship him and our lives are about HIM first 
and foremost. Our lives are not spent endlessly pursuing the idols of the city but are freed to be able to 
worship God and rest in ALL that Jesus did at the cross. That’s why the gospel is good news and that’s 
why we worship. 

•The church loves the city by being a counter-cultural community that worships God through Jesus. 
2. A unified but diverse community (12:3-8) 
•That sounds like an oxymoron, right? A diversely unified community. But we know diversity exists in cities but 

not much unity. There is a brokenness in the city. We talked about his last week some. Urbanization 
means we are living closer together but are further apart as people. That doesn’t mean everyone in the 
city is struggling with loneliness, it just means a lot more people than you might think and the numbers 
are growing. The number of Americans who describe themselves as lonely has grown from 20-40% in 
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one generation.  
•Former U.S. Surgeon General Vivek Murthy – “Despite the ubiquity of social media, we are facing an epidemic 

of loneliness and social isolation.” The impact of social isolation is far more than simply being lonely. 
Research has shown that socially isolated individuals have a dramatically increased risk of early death 
equal to that of obesity or smoking.  

•And this isn’t just something “out there.” I shared last week… despite leading a church with 100’s of people I 
and my family have experienced loneliness in the city and I know many across this room have felt this 
increasing sense of being disconnected on a deep level from other people.  

•We all NEED a community that brings us together across all our differences and lets us just be WITH each 
other as a unified people. That’s what Jesus was doing through the gospel but that doesn’t mean its 
easy. We are all being made more like Jesus but we are still a diverse group of people. 

•Paul describes how this diverse and unified community works itself out. 
•Romans 12:3-8 

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. 

•Paul is getting at how Christians serve each other in the community of the church. V.4 he says we are ONE 
body in Christ and members one of another. This is the unity the church experiences. EVERY Christian is 
part of the body of Christ, regardless of background, any natural gifting, wealth, how long they’ve been 
a Christian. There is an inherent unity to Jesus body where every member belongs to another. My hand 
is as much a part of my body as my elbow. They belong to each other because they belong to my body. 

•Every Christian belongs to each other because they belong to Jesus. This creates a unity. But then Paul goes 
on in v.8 that there are different gifts in body and we are to gladly use them not selfishly but for the 
benefit of the rest of the body. 

•Last month my parents were in town. Last month was their 50th wedding anniversary so we wanted to do 
something special for them. They had always wanted to see the Boston Symphony Orchestra but 
unfortunately, they play out in Tanglewood in Western Mass during the summer. So we went out and 
we lucked out that the great chellist Yo Yo Ma was playing with them. As I listened and watched the 
symphony and all of the various roles I realized that as important and entertaining as Yo Yo Ma is, he 
can’t play all the parts in the symphony by himself. Every member of the symphony was essential to 
what I heard. 

•In Jesus’ church he brings all the diversity of each individual and leverages it all. If you are a creative person, 
Jesus says bring it. If you are a quiet person that can’t imagine speaking in front of others, Jesus says, 
I’ve got a spot for you. If you are a loud highly extroverted person, Jesus may want you to tone it down a 
few notches but he says come on in! If you are brilliant, Jesus says bring it. If you are not 100% sure how 
to spell brilliant, Jesus says, “I want  you.” 

•The city divides people by all of those categories… but the gospel unites. It doesn’t wash them all away but 
co-ops them into Jesus’ family. 

•So, the church is made up of this diverse group of people, unified in Jesus. We take all our uniqueness and we 
press into loving, serving, and walking with each other. And as we do that, there’s a lot of relational 
challenges. That’s why the last marker of the counter-cultural community of the church is… 
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3. A relentlessly selfless community (vv.9-21) 
•We are naturally self-interested. I have always found it easy to watch out for me. To agree with what I think of 

situations and people. And to generally affirm my feelings about most things. ANYONE ELSE? 
•Is there anything more counter-cultural than being selfless? Our culture is enamored with self-fulfillment, 

being your true self, and expressing yourself. This is seen as the path to true happiness.  
•The gospel frees us from living self-centered lives so then we are enabled to press out move and more in love 

for others. This has a dramatic effect on the type of community the church is to be. Listen to Paul: 
9 Let love be genuine. Abhor what is evil; hold fast to what is good. 10 Love one another with brotherly affection.  

[the word brotherly love is the word philadelphia, which means love of brothers. But the first word in 
that sentence, love one another, was another word that describes family love. It’s actually the word 
philostorge, or storge, which is often translated bondedness or affection. It’s saying you should 
experience family bonding, if you understand the gospel.] 

•Continuing in v.10… 
Outdo one another in showing honor. [Just imagine a group of people competing to honor one another. 
When you’re out to eat, “Let me get the check” “No, let me!”  “Let me hold the door for you.” “No, you 
go in, I’ll hold it for you.” Rather than seeking to be honored ourselves, we seek to honor others and win 
at it]  

11 Do not be slothful in zeal, be fervent in spirit, serve the Lord. 12 Rejoice in hope, be patient in tribulation, be 
constant in prayer. 13 Contribute to the needs of the saints [step in to help out a brother or sister in Christ 
who is in need] and seek to show hospitality. 

•Now, Paul ramps it up. 
14 Bless those who persecute you; bless and do not curse them. [woah, wait! It is easy to respect people who 

respect you but bless those who persecute??? How? This is where we have to remember this is the 
gospel community. It is beyond us as human being to do this so we need Jesus in us to help us. 
Remember he died for those who were persecuting him.] 

•V.15 continues… 15 Rejoice with those who rejoice, weep with those who weep. 16 Live in harmony with one 
another. Do not be haughty, but associate with the lowly. Never be wise in your own sight. 

 [this means NO ONE celebrates alone! No one suffers alone! It means that when disasters like 
Hurricanes Harvey and Irma strike, the church weeps with those who weep. It means we make their 
burdens our burdens. That’s why we had 5 people give up work on Thursday/Friday to go to Houston. 
In this counter-culture community, no one is below anyone else. While our city may value people by 
what they have or what they do, Jesus’ church is a community where the lowly feel lovely.] 

•v.17… 17 Repay no one evil for evil, but give thought to do what is honorable in the sight of all. [so Christians do 
not retaliate when they are hurt. It doesn’t mean it isn’t painful. It just means now, because of Christ we 
don’t pull back from community. We press in harder.]  

•v.18… 18 If possible, so far as it depends on you, live peaceably with all. 19 Beloved, never avenge yourselves, but 
leave it to the wrath of God, for it is written, “Vengeance is mine, I will repay, says the Lord.” 20 To the 
contrary, “if your enemy is hungry, feed him; if he is thirsty, give him something to drink; for by so doing 
you will heap burning coals on his head.” 

•This is truly a selfless community. It is built on the idea that we don’t find our greatest joy in seeking ourselves 
and our own fulfillment but in focusing on Jesus and loving others well, even those who hate you. Think 
about it. Are you happy when you are self-absorbed? Do you find the greatest joy when you are 
completely and utterly focused on you and your desires? When I am I find that I am quick to judge other 
people’s motives, to find fault in their actions, and to assign blame. And I’m most miserable. 

•Jesus created the church to be a community that helps pull us out of that. That’s why City on a Hill 
emphasizes our community groups so much. We don’t believe Jesus died so a people can come 
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together once a week. He died to create a family and a family shares life together.  
•Challenge you to sign up for one of our community groups. They really are the backbone of CoaH and the 

place where we practice this selflessness in tangible ways. One of the things our CGs do is help with 
setup and teardown on Sundays. This reminds each of us, including me, that this isn’t about me. As I set 
up a chair or plug in a light, I am reminded that it is for others to be able to worship and encounter 
Jesus. 

•BUT being a part of this community isn’t easy. Life will always pull us away. Busy schedules, distractions, 
being exhausted, feeling disconnected can lead us to pull away from group. But that is exactly why we 
NEED to press in. LISTEN – there are times that CG night roles around and I don’t want to go AND its at 
my house! Seriously, I’m just tired and want to go read and go to sleep. BUT I NEED group and I find that 
sometimes God wants me to just encourage someone else that night. SECRET – I find joy in it. 

•Paul concludes: v.21 - Do not be overcome by evil, but overcome evil with good.  The church overcomes evil in 
the city by overcoming it with good.  

ILL - On 2 October 2006, in a one-room school house deep in Pennsylvania Amish country, 10 Amish girls were 
shot by a man who burst in on their class. Five died and five survived. The world was shocked by the 
tragedy of this event but what made it even more shocking was that in less than a few hours after the 
shooting, the Amish community announced that they forgave the man. After the Virginia Tech and 
Sandy Cook elementary school shootings, families sought wisdom from the Amish people in this 
community. 

•When commenting on this in an interview, Tim Keller made an observation that there is some pushback on 
the Amish case. 

“Three sociologists who wrote a little book called Amish Grace said the problem is that 
forgiveness is an act of self-renunciation. Our culture now teaches nothing but self-assertion, that you 
must never roll over, you must always demand your rights, you must always assert yourself. They 
asked, "In a culture that teaches self-assertion, will we ever be able to forgive and reconcile?" The 
answer is no. 

The reason the Amish could do it, and the reason why the African American church could do it in 
Charleston, was because those were formative countercultures where people hear every week about a 
man who died for his enemies.”  

•This reality – that Jesus Christ died for us while we were his enemies, is what shapes his church and allows 
them to be a counter-cultural community. 

•This is why communion is a sacred act of the church. It is serious because it a symbol both of our union with 
Christ and with each other. For this reason Paul warns the Corinthian church…  

1 Corinthians 11:23-29 
[23] For I received from the Lord what I also delivered to you, that the Lord Jesus on the night when he was 
betrayed took bread, [24] and when he had given thanks, he broke it, and said, “This is my body, which is 
for you. Do this in remembrance of me.” [25] In the same way also he took the cup, after supper, saying, 
“This cup is the new covenant in my blood. Do this, as often as you drink it, in remembrance of me.” [26] 
For as often as you eat this bread and drink the cup, you proclaim the Lord's death until he comes. 
[27] Whoever, therefore, eats the bread or drinks the cup of the Lord in an unworthy manner will be guilty 
concerning the body and blood of the Lord. [28] Let a person examine himself, then, and so eat of the 
bread and drink of the cup. [29] For anyone who eats and drinks without discerning the body eats and 
drinks judgment on himself. (ESV) 

•Communion is for only those who have repented of their sin, experienced this new life in Christ, and are now a 
part of his community, the church. If you haven’t or if you are not sure you should not take communion 
at this time. 
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•If you are a NON-CHRISTIAN – If there really was a community like this… one that was diverse in every 
conceivable way and created by one full of selfless love and where people are pressing into this reality, 
ready to serve, quick to forgive, and quick to take on each other’s joys and sorrows, wouldn’t you want 
to be a part of that? And isn’t the logical reason that this community is like this that the God they 
worship is the one who makes it possible? And what if the grace, love, and forgiveness was available to 
you? 

•I’ll be in the back the rest of the service and folks will be available to pray for you here at the front following 
this gathering. 

•If you are a Christian take communion as a sign of your faith in Jesus and recommitment to pressing into his 
church even more. 

 
COMMUNION 
________________________________ 
***Unless otherwise notes, all verses are taken from the English Standard Version, copyright 2000, Crossway Books; Material used 
from Logos Bible Software Platinum edition; “Why God Made Cities” article by Tim Keller; Why Cities Matter by Justin Buzzard and 
Stephen Um; Center Church by Tim Keller. 


