
Sermon 164: Romans 12:11: Fervour
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INTRODUCTION

Try and read Romans 12:11 through a 21st century mindset.  Think of the pluralistic political 
correctness that has to insist that all views are equally valid.  Think of the new militant and 
vocal left that is deconstructing traditional Christians truths and norms.  Think of the post-
9/11 allergy to religious fervour.  Now hear this verse, ‘Do not be slothful in zeal, be fervent 
in spirit, serve the Lord.’  Our age cannot hear this verse without hearing an endorsement 
for radicalism; fundamentalism; stabbings and shootings at night clubs and concerts.  This 
verse would be held up as one of the most wrong things you could do.  This idea is violently
resisted and shouted down today.  Instead of laying the blame for human suffering at the 
foot of our own sinful hearts they blame the thing we are made for: serving God.  And 
instead of directing their zeal into serving God’s will, they picket, blog, write articles and put 
pressure on politicians to enshrine and legalise autonomous human will; the right to kill 
myself, the right to kill a baby in my womb, the right to redefine my sex and marriage.  We 
are witnesses to a religious zeal in society today but it is in the service of being anti-religious
and for the god of self.  

But there is another enemy to true religious fervour today and that is Western secularism.  A
lifestyle where human desire defines right and wrong, and you can do what you want.  We 
are submerged in a fog of brain numbing conveniences and pleasures.  Think of the leftist 
militarism and the seductive secularism as a carrot on a stick.  On the one hand we are 
being beat upon by the stick to be pressured from our service of God by a leftist agenda, 
and on the other hand we are being lured by the carrot of seductive secularism from it.  We 
are fighting on two fronts as we attempt to obey Romans 12:11. 

As we look at 12:11 we can see that it has three exhortations all related to our service to 
God.  Three aspects of how we are to serve are brought into view.  Not being slothful in 
zeal/diligence relates to our external activity and the manner in which it is done.  Being 
fervent in spirit relates to our internal activity and the heart with which we do our duty.  And
our serving of the Lord, which literally reads, ‘to the Lord, slaving,’ reminds us of the 
direction of our service and the attitude we are to view ourselves with.  Or put another way 
we could say that the verse lays out the negative, the positive and the proper perspective 
we are to have in our service.  Today we want to look at the last two aspects of our service,
at our fervour and service.  We have three points we want to make from these, that we are 
to have a zealous fervour, a spiritual fervour and a directed fervour.

Zealous fervour

Last week we took a look at the word zeal and said that zeal has two possible meanings.  It 
can talk about external action and relate to diligence, or it can talk about internal emotion 
and intensity.  It is to this aspect that we turn today.  This aspect of meaning in the word 
zeal is also why fervour and zeal can be used as synonyms as they relate to our hearts.  As 
we look now at the next phrase ‘fervent in spirit’ there are two key words we need to 
explain.  Firstly, the word fervent literally means boiling or seething.  To speak of being on 



fire, has the same meaning.  The root word in the Greek is ‘zeo’ we get the word fervent 
from the Latin ‘fervens’ which means red hot or boiling hot.  Secondly, we must define the 
word ‘spirit’.  Is it our spirits or the Holy Spirit?  Both translations are possible, you will 
notice in the footnote of the ESV that this is a possible alternative translation.  All are agreed
that you cannot have fervour in your spirits without the Holy Spirit so we will explore both of
these aspects.  

All of this to say that Paul is commanding us to have hearts on fire for Jesus.  So we must 
stop and take our spiritual temperature and seek to raise it to the appropriate fever pitch, 
making fit our service for the Lord of the universe.  In Paul calling for us to fervent, he is 
reminding us that God rejects cold-hearted service.  We are to love God with all of our 
hearts, soul, mind and strength, Matt. 22:37.  We will find God when we seek Him with all 
of our hearts, Jer. 29:13.  We cannot help but think of the warnings of Christ to the 
lukewarm Laodicean church.  Rev. 3:15-20, ‘"'I know your works: you are neither cold nor 
hot. Would that you were either cold or hot!  So, because you are lukewarm, and neither 
hot nor cold, I will spit you out of my mouth.  For you say, I am rich, I have prospered, and 
I need nothing, not realizing that you are wretched, pitiable, poor, blind, and naked.  I 
counsel you to buy from me gold refined by fire, so that you may be rich, and white 
garments so that you may clothe yourself and the shame of your nakedness may not be 
seen, and salve to anoint your eyes, so that you may see.  Those whom I love, I reprove 
and discipline, so be zealous and repent.  Behold, I stand at the door and knock. If anyone 
hears my voice and opens the door, I will come in to him and eat with him, and he with me.’

Let me paint you the picture of the Laodicean church, and you will appreciate how similar 
they are to the Western church today.  Laodicea was a rich and influential town.  After an 
earthquake they turned down government aid to rebuild their city themselves. They were 
rich and independent.  The church in Laodicea seems to have been infected by this attitude.
They were self-assured and did not see their spiritual condition or need.  As a church they 
were in real danger of Christ rejecting them but they could not see their precarious position.
The problem is one that we in the West face, affluenza!  We are sick from the excess 
offerings of our consumer society, we are addicts running around chasing our next fix in a 
self-absorbed fog.  One person defines it as, ‘an array of psychological maladies such as 
isolation, boredom, passivity and lack of motivation engendered in adults, teenagers and 
children by possession of their great wealth;’ ‘an unhappy condition of overload, debt, 
anxiety, and waste resulting from the dogged pursuit of more.’1  The Laodiceans were rich in
worldly things but poor in spiritual things, in this way they are the opposite of those in 
Smyrna, ‘I know your tribulation and your poverty (but you are rich).  

Their affluence has resulted in self-deception, look at v17 where Jesus repeats what they 
say about themselves, how they deceive themselves.  They think they are rich, but they are 
poor, they think they are prosperous but spiritually they are impoverished, they think they 
need nothing, but they are wretched, pitiable, poor, blind and naked.  Their ease and excess
has killed their spiritual fervour making them lukewarm and indifferent.  There is no 
insatiable quest for holiness as one saint has prayed, ‘make me as holy as a sinner can be’, 
there is no energetic activity to reach the lost no cries, ‘give me souls or give me death,’ 
there is no sobriety in light of the fleeting nature of life, no one thinks of himself as a dying 
man preaching to dying men, there is no desperation in dependence upon God in prayer, 
they are languid and comfortable.  So are we.  

1 Johnson, p91.  



How then do we light the fire in our hearts, how do we stoke it up to a white hot furnace 
level?  This is the key question.  Let me try and answer this question from a few looks at 
church history into the lives of men who God has used in the past.  I want you to see these 
men whom God has used and what it was that stirred them up.  In short it is the fact that 
these men encountered the glory of God.  You see our emotions can only rise to the level of
the object of its affections.  You cannot be very inspired by a cold bowl of cabbage soup, to 
whip up emotion is to lie and set yourself up for exhaustion, disillusionment, a faltering 
service.  We need a sight of God, to taste and see that He is good, to taste and become 
instantly addicted that we cry out with David, Ps. 27:4, ‘One thing have I asked of the 
LORD, that will I seek after: that I may dwell in the house of the LORD all the days of my 
life, to gaze upon the beauty of the LORD and to inquire in his temple.’  

Listen to David Brainerd, a missionary to the Red Indians who saw revival among them: 
‘David Brainerd makes the following entry in his diary, dated 12 July 1739: ‘As I was walking
in a dark, thick grove, unspeakable glory seemed to open to the view and apprehension of 
my soul.  I do not mean any external brightness, for I saw no such thing, nor do I intend 
any imagination of any body of light somewhere in the third heaven or anything of that 
nature, but it was a new inward apprehension or view that I had of God, such as I never 
had before, nor anything which had the least semblance of it.  I stood still, wondered and 
admired!  I knew that I never had seen before anything comparable to it for excellency and 
beauty, it was widely different from all the conceptions that ever I had of God or things 
divine.  I had no particular apprehension of any one Person in the Trinity, either the Father, 
the Son or the Holy Ghost, but it appeared to be Divine glory.  My soul rejoiced with joy 
unspeakable to see such a God, such a glorious Divine Being, and I was inwardly pleased 
that He should be God over all for ever and ever.  My soul was so captivated and delighted 
with the excellency, loveliness, greatness, and other perfections of God, that I was even 
swallowed up in Him….’2  

Or Jonathan Edwards, ‘I had a view that for me was extraordinary, of the glory of the Son of
God as Mediator between God and man, and His wonderful, great, full, pure and sweet 
grace and love, and meek and gentle condescension.  This grace that appeared so calm and
sweet, appeared also great above the heavens.  The person of Christ appeared ineffably 
excellent with an excellency great enough to swallow up all thought and conception—which 
continued, as near as I can judge about an hour….’3 

Another is Howell Harris, a man used in the Awakening in Wales in the 18th century.  ‘I felt 
suddenly my heart melting within me like wax before the fire with love to God my Saviour; 
and also felt not only love, peace, etc. but longing to be dissolved, and to be with Christ; 
then was a cry in my inmost soul, which I was totally unacquainted with before, Abba 
Father!  Abba Father!  I could not help calling God my Father; I knew that I was His child, 
and that He loved me, and heard me.  My soul being filled and satiated, crying, ‘Tis enough,
I am satisfied.  Give me strength, and I will follow thee through fire and water.’  I could say 
I was happy indeed!  There was in me a well of water, springing up to everlasting life, Jn. 
4:14.  The love of God was shed abroad in my heart by the Holy Ghost, Rom. 5:5.’4 

2 Edwards, p53-54.  

3 Ibid., p54.

4 Ibid., p55.  



I am a cessationist but I believe the promise that if you seek God with all your heart you will
find Him.  These men and many others like them were fervent, and this because they were 
enraptured with the glory of God.  Go to heaven to the throne room of God and see if you 
can find one being that is not throwing itself down in worship, fervent in praise completely 
absorbed in His majesty and not self.  This is how we stir our hearts to fervency.  Perhaps I 
should stress that theology is not enough.  Being reformed we have wonderful theology but 
what we are talking about is Theophany.  It is the truth about God real and applied to the 
soul by the Spirit.  It will begin with correct thinking about God but it cannot be had apart 
from a fervent hunger and thirst after Him.  Blessed are those who hunger thirst…, they 
shall be satisfied.  He is not far way we are.  He is not unwilling we are.    

Spiritual fervour

Paul calls us to be fervent in spirit.  As we have mentioned before this relates to being 
fervent in heart, not merely an outward show of intensity.  This is a heart that is genuinely 
stoked by the majesty of God is burning on sustainable fuel—God’s infinite glory.  But we 
know that the flesh cannot manufacture this perpetual state of intensity.  So we must 
consider the other possible translation be fervent in/by the Holy Spirit.  This is a very 
important aspect of our fervour that we must consider.  

Firstly, think upon all the carnal types of zeal, think of the shame to the cause of Christ 
forced and fleshly zeal has had.  That which is born of the flesh is flesh, but that born of the
Spirit is Spirit.  And it is the Spirit who changes people not us, the wrath of man does 
produce the righteousness of God, nor the carnal zeal of angry Christians.  The zeal of the 
Christian when wrought by the Spirit is wise and humble and gentle, James 3:17-18, ‘But 
the wisdom from above is first pure, then peaceable, gentle, open to reason, full of mercy 
and good fruits, impartial and sincere.  And a harvest of righteousness is sown in peace by 
those who make peace.’  It is not the zeal of a holy warrior that wants to take the head of 
the stinking infidel; his desire is not to remove the unbeliever as unworthy stains upon the 
earth.  Zeal wrought by the Spirit is full of gospel truth.  It knows its own sin and has pity 
for others in sin, and a zeal to serve in order to restore because it knows that it deserves 
death itself.  He is gentle towards sinners, but unyielding towards sin.

 John Newton paints the picture of a mature saint with this gospel saturated zeal: ‘The 
Christian, especially he who is advanced and established in the life of faith, has a fervent 
zeal for God, for the honor of His name, His law, His gospel. The honest warmth which he 
feels, when such a law is broken, such a Gospel is despised, and when the great and 
glorious name of the Lord his God is profaned, would, by the occasion of his infirmities, 
often degenerate into anger or contempt towards those who oppose themselves, if he was 
under the zeal only. But his zeal is blended with benevolence and humility: it is softened by 
a consciousness of his own frailty and fallibility. He is aware, that his knowledge is very 
limited in itself, and very faint in its efficacy; that his attainments are weak and few, 
compared with his deficiencies; that his gratitude is very disproportionate to his obligations, 
and his obedience unspeakably short of conformity to his prescribed rule; that he has 
nothing but what he has received, and has received but what, in a greater or less degree, 
he has misapplied and misimproved. He is, therefore, a debtor to the mercy of God, and 
lives upon His multiplied forgiveness.
 And he makes the gracious conduct of the Lord towards himself a pattern for his own 
conduct towards his fellow creatures. He cannot boast, nor is he forward to censure. He 
considers himself, lest he also be tempted; and thus he learns tenderness and compassion 
to others and to bear patiently with those mistakes, prejudices, and prepossessions in them,



which once belonged to his own creature and from which, as yet, he is but imperfectly 
freed.
 But then, the same considerations which inspire him with meekness and gentleness 
towards those who oppress the truth, strengthen his regard for the truth itself, and his 
conviction of its importance. For the sake of peace, which he loves and cultivates, he 
accommodates himself, as far as he lawfully can, to the weakness and misapprehensions of 
those who mean well; though he is thereby exposed to the censure of bigots of all parties, 
who deem him flexible and wavering, like a reed shaken with the wind. But there are other 
points nearly connected with the honor of God, and essential to the life of faith, which are 
the foundations of his hope, and the sources of joy. For his firm attachment to these, he is 
content to be treated as a bigot himself. For here he is immoveable as an iron pillar; nor can
either the fear of the favour of man prevail on him to give place, no not for an hour. Here 
his judgment is fixed; and he expresses it in simple and unequivocal language, so as not to 
leave either friends or enemies in suspense, concerning the side which he has chosen not 
the cause which is nearest to his heart.’5 

Zeal wrought by the Spirit has God’s ways all over it, a firmness and a gentleness at the 
same time but not in the same way.

Secondly, if we want the Spirit to grant us a consistent intensity that gives life and does not 
destroy; that is full of the fruits of the Spirit and not the flesh, then we must avoid that 
which quenches the Spirit—sin.  It is the Spirit which keeps our hearts supple and tender 
towards God and His will.  It is the Spirit who awakens our conscience to feel our sins.  You 
cannot expect heat from a fire you are pouring water over all the time.  

Directed fervour

The third and final part of our verse adds an important image that should shape our attitude
and service.  In the ESV it reads, ‘serve the Lord.’  But the word serve comes from the root 
word for slave.  And we need to hear this verse in the first century setting where slaves 
where part of the furniture.  It bears all the meaning of working for God, but it also bears 
more.  It speaks of the fact that we are not our own as a slave was not his own master, that
we live for another’s will and not our own.  In an age of autonomy this is a most important 
note to strike.  We are not at liberty to reject part of God’s will or part of God’s law.  We 
don’t get to call in the trade unions to knock hours off our work and get more benefits.  It is
a very different image to the slacker, the loafer, the clockwatcher, the late arriver, the 
minimalist.  Instead we have a picture of God becoming a man and washing feet, a picture 
of dignified sacrifice, or gracious service; of love driven, willing, humble, second mile, 
lifestyle service.    

Many commentators think that this aspect of our service is mentioned as a channel for the 
spiritual fervour called for.  In other words, because we can get carried away with our zeal, 
because we can mistake our own hot emotions for God’s will, we need a reminder that we 
are God’s and exist to do His will.  There are many strong personalities and many zealots in 
the world but they are pushing their own agenda on God’s people and not the Lord’s.  this 
third aspect restrains us from getting off the leash and going our own way, our zeal is for 
the Lord’s work and not our own.  

In a day when religious fervour is rejected and attacked, in an atmosphere of indulgence 
that drugs us into a flesh following stupor we need to be deliberate in cultivating zeal.  We 

5 http://founders.org/2008/01/04/john-newton-on-zeal-blended-with-benevolence-and-humility/



cannot falsify emotion but we must push into God and fixated on His glory.  Only then will 
we have hearts that are zeal, in a zeal wrought by the Spirit, and gladly embrace the 
Christlike path of being a slave for God.            
      
        
  
          


