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 We’re back to the same paragraph we studied last week.  

There are 13 commands in just these 5 verses.  So even though it’s 

a short passage, there is so much valuable instruction for us here.  

Last Sunday we talked about genuine love and focused on verses 

9-10 and 13.  This morning we’re going to talk about serving the 

Lord with gladness and focus on verses 11-12.  My two headings 

will be “serving the Lord” (verse 11) and “rejoicing in hope” 

(verse 12). 

 Let’s remind ourselves of the context here, which is why I 

started my reading in verse 1.  We’ve come to this big transition in 

the letter—the completion of the doctrinal section and the 

beginning of the practical application section.  These two pieces go 

together.  If you try to make your Christian life solely about one or 

the other, you’re going to be all messed up.  If you say, “Oh, it’s 

all about having right doctrine, sound theology . . . that’s all that 

matters” then you’re going to have a big head and a little body.  

You’ll look like someone in one of those political cartoons.  Or, if 

you say, “theology doesn’t matter, it’s all about action,” then 

you’re going to have different problems.  You may be doing lots of 

things, but are they the right things?  So we must have a balance.  

We must have theology that produces fruit.  We must have sound 

doctrine that erupts in worship and witness.  And all of our activity 

and ministry and love and zeal must be rooted in biblical, Gospel 

truth.    

 That’s what Paul is unpacking for us in these chapters.  He 

has laid the foundation in chapters 1-11.  Now he’s giving us 

many, many very practical ways that the Gospel should transform 

our everyday lives.  We are not to be conformed to this world, but 

we are to be transformed by the renewal of our minds (verses 1-2).  

We are to use our unique spiritual gifts to build up the body of 

Christ (verses 3-8).  We are to love one another authentically 

(verses 9-10, 13).   

 We are to serve the Lord with gladness (verses 11-12).   

Serving the Lord 

 Verse 11 gives three commands, “Do not be slothful in 

zeal, be fervent in spirit, serve the Lord.”  Let’s start with the first 

2 together, because they seem to be two sides of the same coin.  

Don’t be slothful, but instead be fervent.  In our love for others, in 
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our service of God, we must not be lazy.  We should be active and 

passionate about living out the Christian life.  When we’re feeling 

lethargic, we need to learn how to press on.   

 Now, when we speak of slothfulness versus zeal and 

fervency, we should not fall back on stereotypes of what these look 

like.  It’s not necessarily the case that a less energetic Christian is 

slothful.  Nor is it necessarily the case that a very energetic 

Christian is zealous for the Lord and fervent in spirit.  Martyn 

Lloyd-Jones, the well-known preacher in London through much of 

the 1900s (he died in 1981), had some insightful comments on this.  

He was trained in medicine and worked as a physician before 

becoming a pastor, so he can speak with some authority 

concerning the natural causes of our differing dispositions.  We’re 

all different, just like we learned in the passage about spiritual 

gifts.  And we shouldn’t try to be someone else.  Our spiritual gifts 

are different.  Our natural abilities are also different.  Some of us 

are born with abounding energy.  Others of us fatigue more easily 

and quickly.  So it’s not about how much you do or how quickly 

you accomplish things.  But what’s important is that we know how 

to rouse ourselves when we sense that our passion for the Lord is 

waning.   

 Lloyd-Jones compares physical exercise and mental 

exercise to spiritual exercise.  He comments that our physical 

bodies are in the best condition when we exercise.  If we don’t 

exercise, we become lethargic, and then we’re even less inclined to 

exercise.  Similarly with our minds.  If we do not discipline 

ourselves to think hard, then we will become mentally lethargic 

and will then be even less inclined to use our minds rigorously.  

And he says, the same is true spiritually.  We need to recognize 

when we are spiritually lethargic, and we need to see that as a 

grave warning.   

 That’s when we need to hear these commands loud and 

clear: “do not be slothful in zeal, be fervent in spirit.”  The great 

advice Lloyd-Jones gives, and this applies to our Christian lives in 

so many ways, is to preach to ourselves.  Listen to what he says, 

“So we can always do this  much—we can rouse ourselves.  We 

need to do this and it is one of the great and important lessons in 

life.  You must know and understand yourself.  You must deal with 

yourself and talk to yourself.  You must reprimand yourself and 

think for yourself.  This is part of Christian preaching.  

Slothfulness is bad in and of itself, and therefore you start by 

saying that you should not be like that.  Now I am not saying that 

you should be like someone who is born brimful of energy.  All I 

am saying is that you can shake yourself so that you are 
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functioning as yourself, and not as you have been doing recently.  

You rouse yourself, and apply various arguments to yourself.”
1
    

 Take that home, brothers and sisters.  Use that this week.  

Don’t passively go through life, letting your feelings dictate what 

you do and don’t do.  Preach to yourself.  Make your feelings 

submit to truth.  And when you just don’t feel like reading the 

Bible, you don’t feel like praying, you don’t feel like being kind to 

those around you, you don’t feel like talking to others about Jesus, 

you don’t feel like contributing to the needs of the saints or being 

hospitable, that’s when you need to get ahold of yourself and give 

yourself a stern talking to.  Don’t be slothful in zeal, but be fervent 

in spirit.  

 This is how we are to serve the Lord, not lethargically, but 

passionately.  But we have to be careful how we serve the Lord.  

This is another important thing I want to say that is related to verse 

11.  There’s a wrong and dangerous way to go about serving the 

Lord.  If we just think of being energetic and efficient and 

generous in our service to the Lord, it’s possible to get this thing 

entirely wrong. 

 Remember what Paul said to the men of Athens in Acts 17: 

“The God who made the world and everything in it, being Lord of 

heaven and earth, does not live in temples made by man, nor is he 

served by human hands, as though he needed anything, since he 

himself gives to all mankind life and breath and everything.” (Acts 

17:24–25, ESV)  

 So beware!  Don’t try to serve the Lord as though He 

needed anything from you.  Serving God in that way could be 

deadly.  If you think of yourself as having good works to offer to 

God, and then He’s going to owe you a favor in return, that’s NOT 

the Gospel.  The truth is that we don’t have anything to offer Him.  

He is totally self-sufficient.  And we are sinners, who need His 

help.   

 Jesus’ words in Matthew 6:24 give a good comparison 

which helps us to see the nature of serving God.  “No one can 

serve two masters, for either he will hate the one and love the 

other, or he will be devoted to the one and despise the other. You 

cannot serve God and money.” (Matthew 6:24, ESV)  

 How does someone serve money?  Well, it’s not like 

money needs something from you.  So you can’t serve money in 

that way.  You can’t give to money something that it needs.  

                                                           
1
 Lloyd-Jones, Romans, chapter 12, page 366. 
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Money doesn’t have needs.  So serving in this context is more 

about receiving than giving.  A person serves money by treasuring 

all the things money can do for us.  Money is then the master.  The 

person who has money as master will be someone who worships 

and serves money, who makes an idol out of money.  And that’s 

why it’s impossible to serve both God and money.  You can only 

have one ultimate treasure.   

 By comparison, then, we can see that serving God is not 

about what I give to God, but what God gives to me.  God is the 

Master.  We worship and serve Him, looking to Him for all the 

wonderful blessings He graciously bestows upon us.   

 So when you think about serving the Lord, don’t think 

about it as though you are shoring up some deficiency in God.  

Rather, our service of God is a way that He is lavishing us with 

kindness.  Contributing to the needs of the saints is a joyful thing.  

It is a blessing to the one who gives.  It’s something we need to do, 

not just for the good of others, but for our own good.  Like the 

Macedonians (2 Corinthians 8) who were begging Paul for the 

favor of being able to give.  To show hospitality, to love genuinely, 

to honor others, to read the Bible, to pray, to witness, these are not 

things I do because I’m thinking, “God’s going to be in a real bind 

if I don’t fill my quota for the day.”  No, we do these things 

because our hearts would shrivel up and die otherwise.  We would 

become so inward-focused, and we would make idols of other 

things, lesser pleasures, and we would end up making ourselves 

miserable for all eternity.  I don’t want that.  I want to walk the 

path of highest delight.  I want to walk the path that’s going to be 

filled with rejoicing and hope.  This is how we serve the Lord with 

gladness.     

Rejoicing in Hope 

Isn’t this such a wonderful command!  We have a rock 

solid hope that God is going to do good to us for all eternity.  That 

is the future we look forward to.  And hope is an amazing thing to 

have.  We were discussing this in our adult Bible study last Sunday 

morning.  In the book of Ruth, we see Naomi without hope and 

then with hope.  The difference is drastic.  When Naomi was 

without hope, she didn’t want to do anything.  But when the clouds 

parted and she saw a raw of hope shining through, all of a sudden 

she had a plan of action.  Our perception of the future greatly 

affects how we feel and act in the present.   

 To make another observation about hope . . . many people 

might say, “Well, I hope I’ll go to heaven when I die.”  And what 

they mean by that is, I’m not really sure if that will happen, but I’d 
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like it to.  We often use the word hope when we’re referring to 

things we don’t actually have much assurance about.  But that’s 

not the way the Bible speaks of hope.  The hope we have as a 

result of our justification is a hope in something that will most 

surely come to pass.  It is a sure hope.     

Titus 2:13 says, “waiting for our blessed hope, the 

appearing of the glory of our great God and Savior Jesus Christ,” 

(Titus 2:13, ESV)  

We can have a firm confidence in the fact that Jesus Christ 

is coming back someday, and He will return in all His glory.  For 

many that will be a terrifying day and a day of punishment, for 

those who are apart from Christ.  But for those who are in Christ 

by faith, we look forward to that day with great anticipation.  That 

is when we will finally be totally rid of all sinful inclinations.  That 

is when justice will be served completely and finally.  That is when 

we will enter God’s presence in a way we never have before, and 

we will enjoy being with Him forever.  That’s when God “will 

wipe away every tear from [our] eyes, and death shall be no more, 

neither shall there be mourning, nor crying, nor pain anymore” 

(Revelation 21:4).  These are the things we long for, the things we 

pray for, the things we hope for with a confident hope in our God 

who always keeps His promises.  In these ways we can rejoice in 

hope. 

And because of our joyful hope we can be patient in 

tribulation.  Recall what Paul wrote in Romans 5: “Not only that, 

but we rejoice in our sufferings, knowing that suffering produces 

endurance, and endurance produces character, and character 

produces hope, and hope does not put us to shame, because God’s 

love has been poured into our hearts through the Holy Spirit who 

has been given to us.” (Romans 5:3–5, ESV)  

He says that we not only rejoice in hope of the glory of 

God, but we also rejoice in our sufferings.  That seems odd!  

That’s completely contrary to our nature.  We like to complain in 

our sufferings.  We like to take out our frustrations on other 

people.  We might plot revenge against someone who wronged us 

and caused the pain.   

 Well, this biblical reality that Christians can rejoice in 

suffering, we must recognize that it is contrary to our sinful nature.  

And therefore we need to recognize that to rejoice in suffering is 

an utterly supernatural phenomenon.  It is a profound fruit of faith 

that God produces in our lives.  We ought to pray for this.  We 

ought to ask that God will humble us and give us grateful hearts 

and give us a greater understanding of His sovereign goodness.  He 
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can do that.  We’ve seen Him do it!  I’m sure many of us can look 

back on significant trials in our lives and recognize that apart from 

God’s grace, it would have devastated us.  We would have 

wallowed in self-pity, or become embittered, or depressed.  But 

instead, even though there was discouragement, and probably some 

self-pity and bitterness, there was also a sense of joy, knowing that 

God was in control and had a good plan.  That is an amazing 

evidence of God’s grace!  It is not something that we could 

produce on our own.  And therefore when we see ourselves or 

others rejoicing in suffering, we should marvel at God’s power to 

bring this about.      

 Why can we rejoice in our suffering?  As Romans 5:3 says, 

“we rejoice in our sufferings, knowing that suffering produces 

endurance.”   

James 1:2-4 says, “Count it all joy, my brothers, when you 

meet trials of various kinds, for you know that the testing of your 

faith produces steadfastness. And let steadfastness have its full 

effect, that you may be perfect and complete, lacking in nothing.” 

(James 1:2–4, ESV)   

And 1 Peter 1:6-7 says, “In this you rejoice, though now for 

a little while, if necessary, you have been grieved by various trials, 

so that the tested genuineness of your faith—more precious than 

gold that perishes though it is tested by fire—may be found to 

result in praise and glory and honor at the revelation of Jesus 

Christ.”  That phrase translated, “the tested genuineness of your 

faith,” is the same phrase in James 1:3, “the testing of your faith.”  

And it’s the same concept that Paul has in mind in Romans 5 about 

the process of suffering producing endurance and character.  The 

picture here is the refinement and purification of precious metals.  

These metals have to go through the fire—they have to be heated 

to extreme temperatures—in order to get rid of the imperfections 

and impurities.  The process begins with ore: iron ore, gold ore, 

lead ore.  But the ore only becomes valuable if it can be purified.  

You don’t see people wearing jewelry made of gold ore, because 

it’s ugly.  And hopefully you don’t find buildings made of iron ore, 

because it’s weak.  But when the impurities are removed, through 

fire, then the ore becomes something beautiful, something strong.   

 Our lives must be tested.  We must be refined.  God must 

take us through the fire in order to remove our impurities and 

imperfections and make us stronger.  This is how we are sanctified.  

Have you noticed that it’s usually in the most difficult times of life 

that God teaches us the most significant lessons?  It’s the hard 

things that mature us.  It’s going through the fire that removes the 
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imperfections.  Encountering various trials is the crucible in which 

our faith is refined. 

Think of Joseph, back in the book of Genesis.  He was 

someone who endured many trials.  His brothers hated him.  They 

almost killed him, and then sold him into slavery.  In Egypt Joseph 

was accused falsely by Potiphar’s wife, and he was sent to prison.  

In prison he helped the cupbearer, but then the cupbearer forgot 

about Joseph for two whole years.  Just imagine the bitterness and 

resentment and hatred that he might have felt.  Imagine the desire 

for revenge he might have had.  But by God’s grace Joseph was 

able to bear up under these various trials.  He was able to endure 

and even have contentment in God.  That doesn’t mean he didn’t 

struggle with bitterness or self-pity.  But he knew that God was 

with him, and he had hope.  His suffering produced endurance and 

character.   

The evidence of grace in his life is seen so vividly in how 

he dealt with his brothers.  He had the opportunity to exact 

revenge, but instead he forgave them.  He told them, “As for you, 

you meant evil against me, but God meant it for good, to bring it 

about that many people should be kept alive, as they are today” 

(Genesis 50:20).  Joseph saw his trials in the bigger picture of 

God’s sovereignty and God’s goodness.  He could have been so 

embittered and enraged if he had viewed his trials through the 

narrow lens of his own “rights” and his own worth and his own 

selfish desires.  But God enabled him to see these things through 

the wide lens of God’s good plan.   

 Let Joseph be an example to you in the midst of your 

suffering.  Cling to the promise that, though others may have evil 

intentions, God is working all things together for your good, if you 

are a Christian.  And with this knowledge you can be patient in 

tribulation. 

 Finally, let’s look at the last command in verse 12, “be 

constant in prayer.”  This is a tangible way that we serve the Lord 

with gladness. 

Prayer reminds us of our dependence on God.  It is an 

expression of our need for Him.  We are asking Him to do 

something, we are asking Him to meet our need, we are asking 

Him to change hearts, we are asking Him.  Because we can’t do it.  

It’s a humbling thing to ask for help.  That’s why we hesitate to 

stop and ask for directions, or why we start trying to build 

something without consulting the manual.  I’ll figure it out myself, 

even if I end up in a big mess.   
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And often we’re reluctant to ask for help in so many areas 

of life.  We don’t want to ask friends for help, because we want to 

appear self-sufficient.  We don’t want to ask for advice from the 

brothers and sisters around us because we don’t want them to think 

we’re stupid or immature.  Those same inclinations hinder our 

prayers to God because we don’t think we need His help.  How 

foolish that is!  We do need His help, more than we can even 

comprehend.  We desperately need Him, and He wants us to ask 

Him for things.  He is not bothered or annoyed when we come to 

Him seeking His help.  He wants us to cry out in desperation to 

Him, because that demonstrates our dependence on Him, and it 

demonstrates His all-sufficiency. 

Jonathan Edwards, who was used by God in a mighty way 

in the Great Awakening in this country in the 1730s and 40s, said 

this about prayer and its role in revival:  “When God has 

something very great to accomplish for his church, it is his will 

that there should precede it the extraordinary prayers of his 

people.”  And then he goes on to write, “When [God] is about to 

bestow some great blessing on his church, it is often his manner, in 

the first place, so to order things in his providence, as to show his 

church their great need of it, and to bring them into distress for 

want of it, and so to put them upon crying earnestly to him for it.”
2
 

Doesn’t that motivate you to want to pray, and to pray 

earnestly, and to pray consistently, and to pray with other 

believers.  Let’s pray, brothers and sisters.  And let’s pray for 

things that are humanly impossible.  Let’s pray big prayers.  And 

then when God pours out blessings we will know that it’s His 

work, it’s His blessing.  It’s not something we did, but something 

we had the privilege and joy of watching God do through us.   

 Paul tells us here to be constant in prayer.  You don’t have 

to be in a church building to pray.  You don’t always have to close 

your eyes to pray.  You don’t have to pray out loud.  You can pray 

in your heart to God anytime anywhere.  It might be driving in the 

car, or sitting on the bus.  It might be in the midst of a conversation 

with someone else, and in your mind you simply say, “Help me, 

Lord.”  Like Nehemiah did in the middle of his conversation with 

King Artaxerxes.  In Nehemiah chapter 2, Nehemiah says a prayer 

right in the midst of his conversation with the King.  He says in 

2:4, “Then the king said to me, “What are you requesting?” So I 

prayed to the God of heaven. And I said to the king, “If it pleases 

the king, and if your servant has found favor in your sight, that you 

send me to Judah, to the city of my fathers’ graves, that I may 

                                                           
2
 Thoughts on the Revival, Vol. 1, Works, pg. 426 
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rebuild it.”  Did you catch that?  Right in the middle of this 

conversation, after the King’s question and before Nehemiah’s 

response, he prayed.  And I don’t think in this context he knelt 

down, closed his eyes, and prayed out loud to God.  I think it was a 

brief, silent prayer in his heart, saying to God, “Help me.” 

I believe this is the kind of attitude Paul describes as being 

constant in prayer.  We ought to live in a spirit of prayer.  We 

won’t be consciously voicing prayers to God at every moment 

throughout our lives.  But we do need to be living in conscious 

dependence on Him, and lifting up these petitions to Him again 

and again throughout every day.   

What we’ve seen in these two verses this morning are yet 

more details of how we ought to be living sacrifices.  This is our 

spiritual worship.  We are not to be slothful in zeal, but fervent in 

spirit.  We are to serve the Lord.  We must rejoice in hope and be 

patient in tribulation and constant in prayer.  Let’s be mindful of 

these precious commands as we gladly serve our Lord this week. 


