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In 1951, a Polish-American psychologist by the name of Solomon Asch conducted one of the most well-known 
experiments on society’s power to generate conformity. The study included one hundred and twenty-three male 
students from Swarthmore College, Pennsylvania, who were told they would be participating in a “vision test.” 
The students were divided into groups of eight to ten people. In each group, all but one were in on the 
experiment. It would be the unknowing student in each group who would be the real focus of the experiment. 
 

The students were shown a line on a placard (line X) and then asked multiple times to select from three lines on 
another placard (lines A, B, or C) the one that was equal in length to the original. In 2/3 of the tests, the students 
who were in on the experiment were instructed ahead of time to give a unanimous, incorrect answer. These 
students were each asked to give their answers first, with the single, unaware student asked last. Asch hoped 
that the responses of these single students in each of the test groups would lead to helpful data on the role 
conformity plays in social interaction among human beings. 

 

Asch’s expectations were met. In 75% of the cases wherein the majority purposefully answered incorrectly, the 
unknowing test-case students followed the majority in giving a wrong answer at least once. Conversely, when 
these same students were asked to select the correct line with no one else present in the room, they gave a 
wrong answer less than 1% of the time. 
 

In interviews conducted after the experiment, the test-case students affirmed the virtue of independence from 
peer pressure. Nonetheless, in explaining why they chose wrong answers in so many instances when they were 
with their peers, the students identified fear as a major motivating factor—fear of being ridiculed for going 
against the “majority,” and fear of being looked on as “peculiar.” They also acknowledged a fundamental 
assumption: when the majority decides in favor of an option, it must be right; the larger group must know best.  
 

In an article published in Scientific American, Solomon Asch summarized his findings: 
 

That we have found the tendency to conformity in our society so strong that reasonably intelligent and well-
meaning young people are willing to call white black is a matter of concern. It raises questions about our ways of 
education and about the values that guide our conduct. (“Opinions and Social Pressure,” Scientific American 
[November 1955], 5) 

 

Asch’s experiment in the psychology of social conformity reveals nothing new; it simply affirms that which has 
long been known: people will follow what they perceive to be “the majority,” even when they suspect that doing 
so is wrong.  
 

How should the Christian man respond? Knowing that he is in the minority, like those single students in Asch’s 
test groups, how should he understand and handle the pressure that comes from that “majority” to conform? 
The Apostle Paul provides the answer in Romans 12:2, “And do not be conformed to this world, but be 
transformed by the renewing of your mind, so that you may prove what the will of God is, that which is good 
and acceptable and perfect.” 

 

The Apostle Paul begins with a warning given in the form of a prohibition: “And do not be conformed to this 
world” (12:2a). The conjunction “and” immediately indicates to the reader that this negative command is to be 
read in light of the instruction given in the previous verse: “I urge you, brethren, by the mercies of God, to 

 

“Therefore I urge you, brethren, by the mercies of God, to present your bodies a living and holy sacrifice, 

acceptable to God, which is your spiritual service of worship. And do not be conformed to this world, but be 

transformed by the renewing of your mind, so that you may prove what the will of God is, that which is good 

and acceptable and perfect.” —Romans 12:1–2 (NASB) 

I. The Present Danger 
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present your bodies a living and holy sacrifice, acceptable to God, which is your spiritual service of worship” (v. 
1). In other words, the believer’s dedication of his body to God as his act of worship (the focus of v. 1) cannot 
happen apart from the dedication of his mind (the focus of v. 2); the two are inseparably connected. Although 
many conceive of worship as a matter of emotions or religious rituals, Paul very clearly indicates that God-
honoring worship cannot happen apart from the full engagement of the mind. 
 

This activity of the mind begins with the determination not to follow the majority: “do not be conformed to this 
world.” The verb “to conform” means “to form according to a pattern or mold,” and when it is used in the passive 
(as here), it means “to be formed like, be conformed to, be guided by” (BDAG, 979). Paul gives this prohibition 
in the form of a present tense imperative, highlighting the fact that this effort to resist being formed like by must 
be a continual, ongoing effort. It is given as a passive imperative to highlight the fact that external factors are 
always operating upon or against us. We do not live in a vacuum independent of influences. To fail to resist the 
pressure is to acquiesce to it. There is no neutrality. 
 

Paul identifies this threatening force as “the world.” The Greek term Paul uses here literally means “age” (αἰών, 
aiōn—from which we get “eon”). Paul’s choice of the term highlights the fact that the dangerous influence does 
not arise from the material world in itself. God created this world as “good” (Gen 1:31). Instead, he uses the 
term “age” as one that points to this present era of sin’s dominion—the era of rebellion, falsehood, evil, 
corruption, judgment, and death. It is the era of man’s suppression of truth in all unrighteousness (see Rom 
1:18–32). Paul’s use of this term in other contexts helps define it:   
 

• 2 Corinthians 4:3–4 – “And even if our gospel is veiled, it is veiled to those who are perishing,  in whose case the 
god of this world [this age] has blinded the minds of the unbelieving so that they might not see the light of the 
gospel of the glory of Christ, who is the image of God.” 

• Galatians 1:3–4 – “Grace to you and peace from God our Father and the Lord Jesus Christ, who gave Himself for 
our sins so that He might rescue us from this present evil age, according to the will of our God and Father, to 
whom be the glory forevermore. Amen.” 

• Ephesians 2:1–2 – “And you were dead in your trespasses and sins, in which you formerly walked according to 
the course [the age] of this world, according to the prince of the power of the air, of the spirit that is now working 
in the sons of disobedience.” 

 

In what does conformity to this age manifest itself?  
 

• affection for worldly things above heavenly ones; 

• admiration for worldly values above biblical ones; 

• prioritization of worldly goals above eternal ones; 

• satisfaction in worldly pleasures above spiritual ones; 

• fixation on worldly relationships above the divine 
one. 

 

Paul emphasizes to his readers that the pressures of this age are never benign. The believer can never approach 
this world neutrally, without suspicion, without his defenses on alert. The believer must recognize that 
everything in the culture around him is in some way working to push him back into conformity with its loves, 
values, goals, and pleasures. This world cannot tolerate non-conformity and will employ all means possible—
subtle and direct—to erase the differences. Jerry Bridges summarizes this pressure and its effects well:  
 

[This age] is characterized by the subtle and relentless pressure it brings to bear upon us to conform to its values 
and practices. It creeps up on us little by little. What was once unthinkable becomes thinkable, then doable, and 
finally acceptable to society at large. Sin becomes respectable, and so Christians are no more than five to ten 
years behind the world in embracing most sinful practices. (Jerry The Disciplines of Grace, 202-203) 

 

“This present age is so flippant that if a man loves the Savior he is styled a fanatic, and if he hates the 
powers of evil he is named a bigot.” —Charles Spurgeon 

 

“Worldliness is whatever makes sin look normal and righteousness look strange.”  
—Kevin DeYoung, Holiness, 37 
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The Apostle Paul does not merely warn his readers about the danger to avoid. It will never be enough just to 

resist the pressure from this present evil age. Non-conformity merely for the sake of non-conformity is not the 

objective. Rather, hand-in-glove with this resistance to the culture must come a full submission to a different 

influence. He writes, “But be transformed by the renewing of your mind” (Rom 12:2b). 

The verb “be transformed” means “to change inwardly in fundamental character or condition” (BDAG, 639). It 
is from the root of this verb that we get the word metamorphosis. Like the previous imperative (v. 2a), this one 
also is in the present tense, signifying the need for continuous, ongoing effort. Like the previous one it is also a 
passive, indicating that it is something that happens to the believer as a result of an external agency—but 
something in which the believer participates nonetheless.  
 

This passive verb—“be transformed”—aptly describes progressive sanctification. Simply stated, progressive 
sanctification is the process of being transformed to the likeness of Christ (see Rom 8:29). The believer can never 
achieve growth in Christlikeness according to his own strength and wisdom. True, he must “work out” his 
salvation “with fear and trembling” (Phil 3:12), but it is ultimately God “who is at work” in him “both to will and 
to work for His good pleasure” (3:13). In fact, the only other instance where Paul uses this verb, “be transformed” 
is in a text that provides the most definitive description of progressive sanctification in all of Paul’s writings: 
 

• 2 Corinthians 3:18 – “But we all, with unveiled face, beholding as in a mirror the glory of the Lord, are being 
transformed into the same image from glory to glory, just as from the Lord, the Spirit.” 

 

 

How does this sanctification happen? On the one hand, it is an indicative (2 Cor 3:18). It just happens in all true 
believers. But in Romans 12:2 Paul identifies the means: “by the renewing of your mind” (Rom 12:2b). What is 
“the mind” (νοῦς, nous)? It is the faculty of the soul that is responsible for thinking, comprehending, reasoning, 
discerning, approving, and believing. The believer experiences spiritual transformation as his “mind” undergoes 
spiritual reconstruction or “renewal.” Indeed, the believer’s mind was made “new” in a fundamental way at his 
regeneration (see Session 4, “The Lifting of the Veil,” 9/29/2021). Yet even then, certain patterns of thought, 
attitudes, and ways of thinking remain from the old life. If there is to be practical sanctification—wherein the 
believer becomes increasingly in practice what he is in position—there must be this renewal of the mind.  

  

Paul brings his instruction to a climax by identifying the result achieved when the imperatives are followed: “so 
that you may prove what the will of God is, that which is good and acceptable and perfect” (Rom 12:2c). By 
resisting conformity to this age and instead pursuing transformation through the renewing of the mind, the 
believer will be able “to prove” what God’s will is. The verb “to prove” means “to make a critical examination of 
something to determine genuineness” (BDAG, 255). Indeed, many Christians struggle to answer the question, 
“What is God’s will for my life?” Many look for special signs. Some seek voices or dreams. But Paul’s answer is 
clear: the recognition and appreciation of God’s will should not be expected apart from the Christian’s ongoing 
participation in the renewing of his mind. (More on this in the next session, “Think on These Things,” 1/26/2022.) 
 

What does this “will of God” look like? Paul has already identified it previously in this same letter—it is conformity 
to Christ: 

II. The Persistent Need 

“While this transformation is not the Christians’ own doing but the work of the Holy Spirit, they 

nevertheless have a real responsibility in the matter—to let themselves be transformed, to respond to 

the leading and pressure of God’s Spirit.” —C. E. B. Cranfield, Romans 9–16, 607 

 

“The mind, or understanding, is the leading faculty of the soul, and what it fixes on, the will and 
affections run after.” —John Owen, Indwelling Sin, 111-112 

 
 

III. The Promised Outcome 
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• Romans 8:28–29 – “And we know that God causes all things to work together for good to those who love God, 
to those who are called according to His purpose. For those whom He foreknew, He also predestined to become 
conformed to the image of His Son, so that He would be the firstborn among many brethren.” 

 

Moreover, Paul will go on to describe practical aspects of it in Romans 12:3–15:13.  
 

And how will the Christian view God’s will for his own life as he increasingly recognizes it? As Paul states, the 
Christian undergoing the renewal of his will increasingly appreciate God’s will as “that which is good and 
acceptable and perfect” (12:2c). It is “good” in that it is devoid of anything malicious; it is always only benevolent 
in all its intents and purposes. It is “acceptable” in that its fulfillment brings pleasure to God. It is “perfect” in 
that it reflects the perfections of God; there is nothing “ungodly” about it. 

  

1. Acknowledge your propensity. This is where practical application begins. Acknowledge that apart from a 
deliberate, ongoing process of renewing your mind, you will conform to the world around you. Cranfield 
describes it as follows: “The pressures to conformity are always present, and always strong and insidious—
so that the Christian often yields quite unconsciously. . . . The Christian has always to confess that to a 
painfully large extent his life is conformed to this age” (Romans 9–16, 608). 

2. Embrace your duty. Romans 12:2 is not a mere description of what is happening to you (a passive indicative); 
it is a command. It is not a mere suggestion—what you ought to do; it is a duty—what you must do.  As 
Herman Bavinck has stated, “Scripture always holds on to both facets: God’s all-encompassing activity and 
our responsibility” (Reformed Dogmatics, 4:243). 

3. Appreciate the mercy. The imperative of Romans 12:2 is not based upon your innate ability but upon the 
effectual “mercies of God” (12:1—a reference to all the truths of Rom 1–11). On his own, any believing man 
would fail in his effort to resist the world and conform to Christ. But by God’s mercy the believer is freed 
from conformity to sin (Rom 6) and is enlivened to pursue God’s will of transformation in a way that truly 
pleases God. This opportunity to live out God’s purpose in life is not only the effects of mercy—it is mercy!  

4. Recognize the means. John Stott once wrote, “One of the most neglected aspects of the quest for holiness 
is the place of the mind” (Your Mind Matters, 56). Many pursue holiness through external rites, mountaintop 
experiences, or rigid “to-do” lists, but Paul shows us that non-conformity to this evil age and pursuit of true 
Christlikeness never takes place mindlessly. To the contrary, its increasing success is dependent upon the 
health of the mind. How exactly? By focusing the mind on that which is true, honorable right, pure, lovely, 
of good repute, excellent, and worthy of praise (Phil 4:8). What one thinks, he becomes.   

 

1. Memorize Romans 12:1–2. 
2. The word of God consistently teaches that we are not to look with contentment upon this world. List other 

texts which echo Paul’s warning in Romans 12:2 about the influences of this present evil age. 
3. In what areas is your propensity to conform to the world most evident? Spend time in self-examination this 

week, asking the Lord to open your eyes to areas of worldly conformity about which you may not be 
currently aware. As convicted, confess these things to God and ask for new strength to resist such influences. 

4. Many within the broader church reject the notion that the Christian has a duty to obey. 
Why is this response contrary to Scripture? How must the Christian relate imperatives 
(the believer’s duties) to indicatives (what God has and will accomplish for the believer)?  

5. Although we will discuss the means of renewing the mind in greater detail next week 
(Session 12, “Think on These Things,” 1/26/2022), list several biblical means that you 
already know that work to achieve “the renewal of the mind.” 
 

Audio, video, and handouts for this session: gracechurch.org/motw  
Next meeting: January 26, 7pm, “Think on These Things” 

Submit a question 
through this QR code 

For Further Study 

How must we respond? 

 


