
Sermon 166: Romans 12:13: Meeting needs in the church

OUTLINE

What
Why

INTRODUCTION

The true mark of an inner healthy spiritual life is an overflow in service to others.  Paul has 
been calling upon us to stoke our hearts to be fervent and not slothful; he has been calling 
us to sustain ourselves in difficulty, his thoughts naturally turn then to commands which 
speak about the practical outworking of a heart that is fervent and prayerful.  Romans 
12:13, ‘Contribute to the needs of the saints and seek to show hospitality.’  Paul has made 
mention of contributing to the saints in 12:7-8, which speak about serving and contributing 
generously.  Those verses are more concentrated on those with gifts and offices concerned 
with those things, where this verse is impressing upon all the universal responsibility on all 
believers.  Just as all Christians are to love, hate evil, rejoice in hope, etc., so we are all to 
contribute to the needs of the saints and seek to show hospitality.  

As we look at this verse we will break it down in two ways.  Firstly, we want to look at its 
part and what is being commanded, and then secondly we will look at why, and some 
biblical motivations for meeting the needs of the saints.

What

We need to break down this verse into its parts and examine each piece, we want to know 
what the four main ideas are and what they mean so we will look at ‘contribute’; ‘needs’; 
‘saints’; and ‘hospitality’.

The first word we need to stop and examine is ‘contribute’ it is a verbal form of the word 
koinonia from which we get participation/fellowship.  You can get a bit of a wrong 
impression from the word contribute it doesn’t have all that the Greek word means in its 
meaning.  The word contribute speaks about joining with others to give, but the heart of the
word in the word is share.  In other words, taking what is yours and making is available to 
another.  One commentator: Barnes says that one ‘should regard their property as so far 
common as to supply the need of others.’  Another commentator Boice offers this literal 
translation, ‘in regard to the needs of the saints, participating.’  Or as my interlinear puts it, 
‘to the needs of the holy ones, having in common.’  In other words, we are not those who 
stand outside and throw money at a problem, we stand inside and alongside viewing their 
need as our problem and shouldering the responsibility of it until it is alleviated.  We take 
personal responsibility for the needs of the saints as we would for a child or family member. 
Giving from a sense of consolidarity.  

This idea of common cause can be seen in other instances of the same word in the NT, 1 
Tim 5:22, ‘Do not be hasty in the laying on of hands, nor take part in the sins of others; 
keep yourself pure.’  Taking part is the same word here.  If you ordain someone too quickly 
you identify yourself with them and share blame for their sins.  In the same way we are not 
merely to throw money at a problem but take part in the problem and personally identify 
with it.  The word is used by Paul to describe how the Philippians partnered with him in 
giving financially to his gospel efforts, Phil. 4:15, ‘And you Philippians yourselves know that 
in the beginning of the gospel, when I left Macedonia, no church entered into partnership 



with me in giving and receiving, except you only.’  The word here is translated as 
partnership and speaks of uniting with Paul in his endeavours.  In the same way we take on 
the needs of the saints in a personal way.
  
We see how this is worked out in the early church, we see that they had all things in 
common, and no one had any need.  Now some have thought that this means that all 
personal ownership was relinquished.  If you take the words, they had all things in common,
and cherry pick the words, ‘go, sell all that you have and give to the poor, and you will have
treasure in heaven.’  The words spoken by Jesus to the rich young ruler, you may the 
impression that early Christians gave up personal ownership and owned things in 
community, a new way to have possessions.  This is a false impression.  It is true that when
they were serving one another’s needs, personal property took a second place to meeting 
another’s need, but personal possession was not obliterated.  The rich young ruler had an 
idol and so Christ challenged him in this area Mark 10:17-27, but you will notice with 
Zacchaeus that though he only gave half his possessions away salvation came to his house 
Luke 19:1-10.  There were rich Christians in the early church, who the Lord had blessed 
with much, they are not commanded to renounce possession but to give generously.  
Despite this we must not miss the radical priority on another’s need and how the early 
church sold possessions and lands to meet another’s need.  This is how they interpreted 
sharing in one another’s need.  This word ‘koinwnew’ although a very ordinary word for 
share in the early church went beyond the ordinary meaning to give expression to the 
radical unity we now have by the Holy Spirit.  

The next word we need to consider is the word ‘needs’.  You will notice that this word is in 
the plural.  It has been pointed out that whenever we have this particular word in the plural 
it is always talking about physical needs.  Paul has in view, the concrete everyday needs of 
food and clothing and accommodation.  We have said it before but it is worth saying again 
that there was no welfare state and that the church stepped into the gap in meeting 
physical needs.  These needs would have been all the more urgent because the Christian so 
often experienced persecution and there would be no one but the church who would look 
after the needs of the saints.  

The next word we want to examine is the word ‘saints’.  This is the from the word ‘holy 
ones’ in the Greek.  In the first place we must stress that Paul is speaking about meeting the
needs of Christians.  This does not mean that he forbids us to show mercy to the unbeliever,
not at all, but there is a no compromise, non-negotiable obligation to always minister to 
those who are of the household of faith, Gal. 6:10, ‘So then, as we have opportunity, let us 
do good to everyone, and especially to those who are of the household of faith.’  Secondly, 
this word ‘saints’ is a common word to describe any Christian.  This is not the Roman 
Catholic use where only super-Christians who have been beautified can receive this 
designation as a title of honour which puts them above the general Christian.  There is a 
textual variant which reads, ‘taking part in the commemoration of the saints,’ but this is late 
intrusion into the text.  

But what I would like to draw to your attention is the special designations that the poor 
receive in the Bible.  The poor in the first century would have been treated much like the 
poor are today.  They would have been considered at dirty, lazy, offscourings of the earth 
and when treated with to extend no common courtesy or kindness.  It is part of our 
sinfulness that that childish trait of judging by clothing, or on account of a disability or by a 
lack of education deems a person to be worthless.  The bible raises our opinion of the poor, 
we are constantly invited to view our poor brothers and sisters, not by the categories that 
the world would use but in light of God’s perspective and the gospel.  Here is the first one, a



poor believer is a saint.  The word means one set apart to God, that is God’s possession, 
owned by the Lord.  It has connotations of separation from sin, but also speaks of being 
wholly His.  When we treat with a poor Christian who may smell, who may be diseased, who
may be externally offensive in some way, we are interacting with someone the Lord has 
chosen to save and own as His own.  Here is someone who God has treasured and who has 
paid the price of His precious Son to secure.  Will you disregard the one the Lord has so 
highly treasured?  Will we neglect one the Lord has set apart so deliberately?  In Christianity
we have no untouchables.  We value our brethren according to the value God has put on 
him or her.  

Matt. 25:40, ‘And the King will answer them, 'Truly, I say to you, as you did it to one of the 
least of these my brothers, you did it to me.'  Here we see Christ identifying the least of the 
Christians with Himself.  This is not merely a metaphorical statement but we are actually 
one with Him by the Spirit.  We are His bride, we are His body.  Prov. 19:17, ‘Whoever is 
generous to the poor lends to the LORD, and he will repay him for his deed.’  But notice the 
second designation, ‘these my brothers.’  One family with Christ, this is who the poor 
Christian is.  But not only brother and sister to Christ but to yourself as well, 1 John 3:16-17,
‘By this we know love, that he laid down his life for us, and we ought to lay down our lives 
for the brothers.  But if anyone has the world's goods and sees his brother in need, yet 
closes his heart against him, how does God's love abide in him?’  How do you view the poor 
Christian?  Do you view them as saints, one with Christ, His brothers and sisters as well as 
ours?  The bible is very deliberate in reorienting our thinking in order to move us to treat 
them appropriately.  

We must be careful as we speak of the poor, for we might give them impression that the 
things we have make us better.  We are all wretches whom God has made His treasures and
given Christ to secure.  This is why none of us is able to feel it below us to go the furthest 
we can for any saint of God.  

The fourth what of ministering to needy saints is the last part of v13, ‘seek to show 
hospitality.’  Two things need to be stressed here.  Firstly, notice the word seek, you can go 
all the way and insert ‘pursue,’ the word is that strong.  There is an earnestness, a 
willingness, an eagerness and alertness to minister hospitality to a needy saint.  Secondly, 
hospitality is situated in the sentence not as a separate act to partaking in the needs of the 
saints, but a concrete outworking of it, the sentence literally reads, ‘to the needs of the 
saints have in common, pursuing hospitality.’  We must appreciate how different Paul’s call 
is to what we would do on a Sunday.  This is not the case of rich people reciprocating the 
favour to rich people who had them over for a meal.  No, this is those who have homes 
opening their homes to those who do not, it is those who have giving to those who cannot 
reciprocate.  This is nothing like our comfortable paper plate hospitality where we try to 
make all the people who have a lot make it feel a little easier to merely have people over for
a meal.  This is talking about more than a meal.  Paul is talking about housing widows who 
have no family, taking in children with no parents, putting up refugees, or persecuted 
Christians who have been chased from another town.  Paul is talking about an open door 
policy for Christians from other churches and a place for travelling ministers to come.  Our 
modern practice of motels and inns were not universal in the ancient world, much depended
on open homes.

So let us some up what Paul is commanding.  Paul takes an ordinary word, ‘share’ and he 
repurposes it filling it with all the significance and reality of our union by the Spirit with 
Christ and one another and calls us to treat another person’s needs as our own.  This 
extends to the bid needs, the life sustaining things not just the little convenient things that 



we could support from our spare change.  But we must dig deep and identify with the needs
of poor saints without despising them but value them as God does as saints, brethren, the 
body and bride of Christ.  And this includes not just giving money out but drawing them into
our family circle and life and opening our homes to them in hospitality.  And this we pursue 
and seek after.  

Why

Easier said than done.  We can see that this is what Paul is calling us to, we can see from 
the example of the early church that this is in fact what they did.  Now we need to remind 
ourselves of why we ought to do it.  My job as a preacher is twofold: to point you to the and
explain the requirements of God; and to point you to God’s supply to fulfil what He requires.
So then, why should I give up me comfort, the peace and quiet of my home, my hard 
earned money, and pursuing those things that are pleasant and interesting to me and 
participate in the needs of the poor saints chasing after opportunities to bring them into my 
home?  

Jesus spoke on money more than on any other topic in the NT so we could be hear a long 
time, so let me limit the reason to a few key ones. 

Turn to the Sermon on the Mount, Matt. 6:19-34.  Jesus in this sermon is describing true 
religion, in chapter 6 He has already spoken of true giving, praying and fasting, and now He 
goes into an extended section on our money and possessions.  Four key ideas are brought 
out here.  V19-21 speak about your treasure, v22-23 your heart, v24 having one Master, 25-
34 is the longest section about money and it is about anxiety over this world’s possessions.  

"Do not lay up for yourselves treasures on earth, where moth and rust destroy and where 
thieves break in and steal, but lay up for yourselves treasures in heaven, where neither 
moth nor rust destroys and where thieves do not break in and steal.  For where your 
treasure is, there your heart will be also.  Firstly, he reminds us of the true nature of stuff, it
is temporary, and part of this fallen world, it is subject to loss and destruction through moth,
rust, and thieves.  This is a vital vision to have of our things.  We often treat them above 
their actual worth.  We value things more than our children over punishing them for the 
accidental breaking of them, over committing our time from family to the accumulating of 
them.  If we kept a proper value system in place seeing things in light of eternity we would 
not err on the side of making them our treasures.  Secondly, notice that Jesus does not 
condemn the owning of things, but rather the treasuring of them.  Ownership and 
stewardship are part of what God has determined for us here on earth.  The enjoyment of 
his gifts are proper, and should lead to gratitude and worship.  Jesus is addressing the 
situation where in every one of our lives we allow the gifts to replace the giver, where we 
get caught up in the immediate satisfaction of owning and acquiring the things of this world,
to the neglect of what God is calling us to.  Thirdly, he calls us to store up true treasure, 
heavenly treasure.  What treasure is this?  This is the treasure of reward for good deeds, 
and sacrifice in the service of God and others.  This is the contenting ourselves with loss 
now, because one day we will have a surplus of blessings, and that we will experience total 
satisfaction in heaven.  This is the realization that all things will fade, that we came into the 
world with nothing, and we can leave it with nothing, and that our investments of time, 
sacrifice, fantasy, etc.  They should be in the things that will last, not those things which will
end.  If our treasure is in the right place, we are giving up goods not gods when giving to 
the needy.



V22-23, "The eye is the lamp of the body. So, if your eye is healthy, your whole body will be
full of light, but if your eye is bad, your whole body will be full of darkness. If then the light 
in you is darkness, how great is the darkness!’  Jesus uses three pictures to drive home this 
idea of priorities and treasure.  The second one has to do with our eyes and our hearts.  
The picture is one of the eyes acting like a window that lets light into the house, which is 
our hearts.  If your eyes are turned on things that are light like God, his word, his will etc, 
your heart will be full of light, and your priorities will be right.  But if your eyes are turned 
towards sin, and material things of this life.  If your concentration and focus is all on money 
and acquiring things, then your heart will be dark, cold, empty.  And if your whole life is 
merely characterised by selfish pursuits, there will be total darkness in your heart.  If it is 
God who has our hearts the we will be full of the light of giving to others.

V24, ‘"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.’  
Many people have two jobs, but when Jesus say you cant have two masters, he is not 
talking about a modern day boss, but more of a slave and master relationship.  If someone 
is a slave, they cannot serve their masters, and still have a second job, their first master 
consumes all their time and puts enough demands upon them that they cannot serve 
another.  So it is with God and money, you cant have both, it will be one or the other.  What
is your master at the moment, test yourself by seeing who you put first.  God says, go to 
Church, read your Bible, pray every day, give your tithe to the Church, be generous to the 
poor, use your gifts in the Church to benefit other Christians.  If you don’t go to Church, 
read your Bibles, pray, give money to the Church, give to the needy etc, then you have 
another master but God is definitely not being obeyed.  If your earning of money causes 
you to get a job that puts these things aside, you are serving money.  If you go in search of 
money to build your house or buy a car in neglect of God’s commands you are serving God 
not money.  If you are willing to sacrifice the unity of your family for money, you are serving
money not God’s will for the family.  Because God is our Master, giving as He says we 
should do is our reasonable service.  

One of the reasons we feel we cannot be generous is because we are worried about 
security, Jesus has the most to say on this matter relating to money in the Sermon on the 
mount, v25-34.  The portion begins with a call to not be anxious, and ends with a call to 
seek God’s kingdom first trusting that God will give us what we need.  And sandwiched in 
between are a number of arguments about why we should not worry about our security and
focus on seeking God’s kingdom, which in this instance is generosity to the poor Christian.  
Here they are: 
Firstly, in the second half of verse 25 Jesus reminds us that life to God is worth more than 
the things that are needed to sustain it.  And if God, who does provide all things, had to 
weigh up which is more valuable reason should teach us that God would put a higher value 
on our lives than on the food needed to keep it, and would provide the food we need to eat,
and everything else that we need ,in order to save our lives.  
Secondly, Jesus uses the argument of the lesser to the greater.  If God cares about the 
lesser creation then will he not care for you who are worth more than flowers and birds?  
Jesus repeats this lesson twice firstly in reference to birds and secondly in reference to grass
and flowers.
Fourthly, worry achieves nothing.  Actually that is not true worry can produce ulcers, 
anxiety, stress, high blood pressure, etc.  But it can do nothing constructive towards solving 
our problems.



Fifthly, only the Gentiles who are unsaved, and ignorant of the truth run around ruining their
lives to try and increase their security.  This is not behaviour that is fitting for those who 
have renounced money as an idol and have trusted God.
Sixthly, Jesus tells us that ultimately we will receive all these things.  Naturally, Jesus is not 
saying we will get all the various riches that the world is chasing, but in this life and the next
all our needs will be met.
And please notice how Jesus is talking about the basic necessities of life not our greeds that 
God provides.  We are able to be generous in giving because God is the security for those 
who seek His kingdom.

Two concluding reasons: John 13:34-35, ‘A new commandment I give to you, that you love 
one another: just as I have loved you, you also are to love one another.  By this all people 
will know that you are my disciples, if you have love for one another.’  Acts 2:47, ‘And the 
Lord added to their number day by day those who were being saved.’  Friends this 
generosity is the credibility that stands behind our message.  

Finally, God’s own giving in generosity is our highest motivation.  If we are to make 
another’s problems ours and participate in them, we gladly do this because Jesus gave up 
His privileges to enter into our experience and pain to aid us.  If He has come to fulfil not 
only our physical needs but to every need we ever have by giving us a new creation, the 
least we can do is part with this world’s possessions which will fade and be replaced with 
rewards of higher value.  There are no losses in the kingdom everything is return with 
interest.  If He could pursue His enemies to make them a part of His family, bringing us into
His home and making His home with us, then we too can open our meagre houses to our 
poor brethren.  

  

            

  

         
   
  
            


