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“When Believers Disagree – Part 3”      Text – Romans 15:1-13      HC QA 123      OT Reading – Isaiah 11 

Congregation of the Lord Jesus Christ,
We are coming close to the end of the Book of Romans.  Very soon, the Apostle will begin his concluding remarks by mentioning his travel plans and then giving greetings to specific people in the church in Rome.  

Before that though, he will finish the instruction that he began in 14:1.  For having begun with the command there to “Accept him whose faith is weak,” he draws it to a close here in ch. 15:7 by using the same word, “Accept one another, then, just as Christ has accepted you…”  

And we have seen that the ‘strong’ that Paul speaks about here were mainly Gentile believers who understood that they were free in Christ to eat meat and drink wine, even if it had been sacrificed to idols, and that they were no longer bound to observe Jewish ceremonial Sabbaths and Feast days.  And the ‘weak’ were Jewish believers who thought it pleasing to God to avoid all meat and wine, just in case it was ‘defiled,’ and to continue to observe those feast days.  
But the expectation of the Apostle was that with time and teaching, the ‘weak’ would eventually come to understand their new freedom in Christ and be able to join with the ‘strong.’
And we have seen that there can be similar situations among believing brothers and sisters today, especially with those new to the Christian faith who come from different traditions.  

But we have seen also that many of the issues that Christians disagree about today are not matters of ‘strong’ and weak’ but different convictions on secondary doctrines and principles of Christian living.  
But while they are not ‘strong’ and ‘weak’ issues, Romans 14-15 still calls us to attitudes and behaviours of acceptance and a refusal to judge and condemn and a willingness to put ourselves and our views second in favour of the views of others.  
We saw, for instance, from 14:17-19, that a kingdom ‘perspective’ draws our attention up and away from ‘eating and drinking’ type matters, or at least helps us to keep them ‘in their place,’ as it were, as we pursue that which “leads to peace and mutual edification.” 
Well, this attitude and further reasons for it are before us again today as this section draws to a close.  
But note briefly that two key verses from the second half of Romans are again plainly on display as Paul ends his instruction here.  And they are Romans 12:1 and Romans 13:10.  
· From Romans 12:1 – The Christian life is a life lived “in view of God’s mercy.”  It’s motivating power is not a list of rules and regulations but the mercy that God has shown us in Christ Jesus.  The rules are there, to be sure – don’t do this, do do that…  but the motivation, the driver, the impetus is not the rules themselves but God’s mercy to you in Christ Jesus.  And that we see plainly in these verses today.  
· And from Romans 13:10, “’Love your neighbour as yourself.’ Love does no harm to its neighbour.  Therefore love is the fulfilment of the law.”  And that too we see plainly in these verses today.
So, we might express it like this: Having been called to the mercy-motivated life, and having seen that such a life is characterized by a love for neighbour, and having seen what that looks like when believers disagree, here in these verses, our eyes are raised up higher still with a glorious kingdom perspective. 
And we will briefly consider these 13 verses under 6 headings, which you won’t remember if I give you them all now, so I will mention them as we go.

So firstly then, from vv1-2, we see the continued instruction.
1. Now, to get a sense of the ‘weight’ or the gravitas of this instruction, I want you to imagine now that you are one of the Jewish believers in the congregation of Rome.  You are reading Paul’s letter or hearing it read.  And you have already heard yourself described as what? “weak.”  But the ‘gospel punches,’ if you will, are still not being ‘pulled’ as Paul continues here.
a. Up till now, Paul has been using two pronouns – ‘you,’  as in – You ‘strong’ ones and you ‘weak’ ones are to do this and you are not do that, and ‘us,’ as in – it is the responsibility of all of us as believers to know this and to have these attitudes and to behave in this way.  But now, with 15:1, note that the pronoun changes to “we.”  And in using that pronoun, Paul identifies himself with the ‘strong,’ with the Gentile believers who understood their freedom in Christ in relation to these issues.  
b. So as a Jewish believer, you know now that your views on these matters are not the ones held by the Apostle Paul.  But it gets worse for you!  For now Paul describes your beliefs and practises as the “failings of the weak.”  
i. And while, up ‘til now, the Greek word translated as “weak” has literally meant ‘sick’ or ‘feeble,’ he uses a different Greek word here, which literally means ‘powerless’ or ‘unable.’  
c. OK?  So, while the instruction of vv1-2 is actually addressed to the ‘strong,’ with the pronoun choice and the phrase he uses to describe the Jewish believers, an important teaching point is being made – you Jewish believers must not remain in this place of weakness.  You must study the scriptures in order that you too become ‘strong.’  
d. So on matters of ‘strong’ and ‘weak,’ we cannot take an ‘each to his own’ attitude.  The gospel compels us to grow in the grace and knowledge of Christ so that we can leave ‘weak’ beliefs and practises behind.
2. But that is the implied instruction in these verses.  The explicit instruction is addressed to the ‘strong’ and is a reinforcing of what has already been said in ch. 14.  Strong ones, bear with the weak and do not please yourselves.  
a. And that word ‘bear’ doesn’t mean just tolerate him or her, or go without the thing you know is perfectly acceptable, begrudgingly.  Instead, as v2 continues, you are to seek the good of your neighbour.  Fellowship with him.  Build him up.  Put yourself in his ‘shoes.’  Look at things from his perspective.  Willingly assume the burden that he carries.  
i. For example, with wine:  You know it is OK to drink wine.  But his concern is God’s holiness and the need to be unpolluted and unstained by this world.  And that is an important concern that you can reflect on and rejoice in with your brother.  

ii. And that is the life lived in view of God’s mercy toward you in Christ Jesus.
And that is Paul’s next point, in v3, where we are pointed to our perfect example.
1. And the perfect example is none other than the Lord Jesus Christ.  
a. Dear friends, have you ever had to give up a freedom for the sake of another Christian?  Alcohol, cigarettes, a ‘food’ thing, a Lord’s Day activity, a worship practise, a dress matter, an entertainment choice – things of that nature?  You felt it was OK to do or not do, but someone else did not, so you didn’t do it or did do it, as the case may be.  
i. Well, it can be that when that happens we either make a great show of not doing it, as in we let everyone know that this is a great sacrifice… or we do it and we let everyone know just how unhappy we are that we have been forced to comply.  
b. But the Spirit of God, through Paul, will have none of that.  And to urge us away from reactions like that and towards a purer motivation, we read these words, which include a quote from Psalm 69, “For even Christ did not please Himself but, as it is written, ‘The insults of those who insult you have fallen on me.’”  
i. Brothers and sisters, young people and boys and girls, when you are tempted to get on your high horse because you have to forego something for the sake of your brother or sister, remember the willingness of Jesus to be mocked, beaten, spat upon, pierced by the crown of thorns, stripped naked, nailed to the cross, and pierced by a sword for your sins.  Remember how often and how much He chose not to please Himself.  
c. Through the words of v3 then, we are again reminded of Romans 12:1, “Therefore, I urge you, brothers, in view of God’s mercy, to offer your bodies as living sacrifices, holy and pleasing to God.”
But after the continued instruction and our perfect example, next we are pointed to                     our necessary tools in vv4-6.  
How is it possible for believers to live a mercy-fuelled life?  How is possible for believers to grow in love for neighbour?  How may we better at dealing with disagreement?  Well, from v4, we see that it is by the study of the Bible, and from vv5-6, by prayer – Bible study and prayer are the tools of Christian living.
1. For having quoted some of the words of Psalm 69 to the Gentile believers, Paul kind of pauses to make an important point about the usefulness of the OT for believers.  
a. And you can understand why he does this.  At the heart of the types of issues that were causing the problems in the Roman church were the ceremonial commands of the OT.  So there is every likelihood that the OT was falling out of favour with the Gentile believers as a Jewish book that was no longer relevant to them as Gentile believers on this side of the cross.  So to correct any such thinking, Paul is very clear about the ongoing authority and usefulness of the OT for the Christian: “Everything that was written in the past was written to teach us, so that through endurance and the encouragement of the Scriptures we might have hope.”  And the “Scriptures” that Paul speaks of, in that time, were the Books of the OT.  
i. And many of us will know 2 Tim. 3:16-17, “All Scripture is God-breathed and is useful for teaching, rebuking, correcting and training in righteousness, so that the man of God may be thoroughly equipped for every good work.”  And what was the Scripture when Paul wrote those words to Timothy?  The OT!   
A. Take this morning’s sermon, for example.  From Ruth 1 we saw how God’s grace in Christ overcomes even our feeble and foolish and faithless choices.  This then is why “through the endurance and encouragement of the Scriptures, we might have hope.”  
ii. To live the mercy-fuelled life, to grow in love for neighbour, to deal with disagreement better, you must be in the word of God, including the OT.  
2. But having spoken about the scriptures like this, Paul then prays in vv5-6.  And both in the act of praying and in what he prays for, he reminds believers that growth in godliness or the sanctified Christian life is not about a 12 point plan and your or my effort – it is about the power of the Spirit of Christ who is at work in you.  
a. Please turn with me to Philippians 2:12  
i. vv4-5 - Humble/others/attitude of Christ/humbled.  
ii. But Paul then goes on to describe the risen Christ who has been glorified and who will be honoured by all.  And look now at v12: “Therefore, my dear friends, as you have always obeyed-- not only in my presence, but now much more in my absence-- continue to work out your salvation with fear and trembling.”  
iii. Believer, you have a task to do; you have choices to make; you have a pattern to imitate; there are things you must avoid.  “You shall not” do this and “You shall” do that.  
iv. But having said all that, look how Paul continues in v13: “For it is God who works in you to will and to act according to His good purpose.”  
A. The strength to do this or to not do that does not come from you but from God.  
v. I have shared this illustration with you before but a few years ago, there was a black and white TV commercial for Gatorade, which is a sport’s energy drink.  The commercial starred two well-known US athletes and as the camera zoomed on them, you notice that the sweat on their bodies is the yellow colour of Gatorade.  And as the commercial draws to a close, the ad’s by-line rolls across the bottom of the screen, “Is it in you?”  And the implied message is, they are doing the running and jumping, but it is the Gatorade they drank earlier that really supplies the energy.  Well, obedience to God takes effort.  But the effort you exert does not come from your own reserves of energy.  The beads of spiritual sweat that run down your face have their source in the Gatorade of the Spirit of Christ who is at work in you.
vi. So pray as Paul prays.  “Lord God, help me to live the mercy-fuelled life, help me to grow in love for neighbour, help me to deal with disagreement better.  Give us a spirit of unity as we follow Christ Jesus so that with one heart and mouth we may glorify you as the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ.”
The necessary tools, then, are Bible study and prayer.  But note next that the last part of that prayer is carried over into the doxological purpose that is set before us in v7.

1. And doxological is a $3000 word isn’t it ( boys and girls!  It comes from the word doxology.  And we call the very last song we sing in our services a doxology.  Do any of you remember what doxology means?  I do explain it every now and then.  It means glory-word: Doxa- glory/logos – word.  We end our service with a glory-word to God; a doxology to God – we praise God.  So when I talk about the doxological purpose of v7, I am focusing on the last part of v7, which calls us to do something “in order to bring praise to God.”  
a. You see, there are a wealth of books and articles that urge change in behaviour in order that: Life is more enjoyable/we feel better about ourselves and others/we are more productive/our health improves/life in the church is more pleasant…  But what is the chief end of man?   “To glorify God and to enjoy Him forever.”  WSC Q/A 1.  
i. Back in Romans 5:1-2, we read these words, “Therefore, since we have been justified through faith, we have peace with God through our Lord Jesus Christ, through whom we have gained access by faith into this grace in which we now stand.  And we rejoice in the hope of the glory of God.”
A. So, because you have been accepted by Christ, justified through faith, given peace with God and access to Him in prayer, and the certain hope of life eternal with Him, you are to accept those with whom you disagree on secondary matters, so that together with them you may praise God!  
ii. Our natural and sinful inclination, you see, is to fight and bicker and judge and avoid and separate from.  But when, by God’s power at work within us, we turn away from that natural and sinful inclination and instead seek peace and unity and we refuse to judge others and we fellowship together, well, that is evidence of Christ redeeming this fallen world and purifying it from sin; that is a glimpse of the perfection that awaits in heaven!!  And that will lead God’s people to praise God!  
Well, as if all we have heard thus far is not enough, the Apostle goes higher still in his appeal to the mercies of God as the basis for how we deal with disagreement.  
For next we have set before us the history of salvation in vv8-12.
1. And here he calls on the Gentiles and Jews of the Roman church to see that the situation they are in, with all of its tensions, is part of God’s extraordinary plan of salvation.  Now, it could be that this is just a series of OT quotes that demonstrate from the OT that God’s plan was always to join Jew and Gentile together as the people of the Lord.  And if so, Amen!  Praise the Lord!  But it maybe that there is more than that in view here also.
a. I have told you before that a good case can be made for dividing the Bible up into two sections: Genesis 1-11 and the rest of the Bible.  
i. In Genesis 11, the Flood has occurred, sin has again taken hold of mankind, the tower of Babel has been built, and mankind has become a race of people divided and separated by geography and language.  That’s the problem.  
ii. And in Genesis 12, God begins the solution.  And He starts with one man, who is, boys and girls?  Abraham.  And what is His promise to Abraham?  It’s in Genesis 12:3, “All peoples on earth will be blessed through you.”  And He explains to Abraham in Genesis 22:18 that this blessing will come about through one of his offspring or great, great…grandchildren.  But the Lord begins, first of all, and for 2000 years, with one people – the Jews.  And then came Jesus who was Jewish.  
A. So that’s v8.  God made a promise to the patriarchs, and eventually Jesus came and was “the way the truth and the life,” and served up His life on the cross.  And God’s promise to Abraham that “all peoples on earth” would be blessed through him was in view when Jesus died.  
B. But look now at what appears to be a progression of history that is laid out by the Apostle in this selection of OT quotes: From v9, God is praised among the Gentiles.  
1) In the Book of Acts, we see Philip and Peter and then Paul begin to share the gospel with one Gentile and then several and then cities and then nations.  
C. And as a result of this, from v10, vast numbers of Gentiles believe in Jesus Christ for the forgiveness of their sins and join in congregations with Jewish believers, just like we see here in Rome.  And so, the Gentiles are rejoicing “with His people,” or the Jews.  
D. But then in the quote of v11, the Gentiles are the ones who are prominent as they are called on to “praise the Lord.”  And that is the situation we see around the world today.  The Jews are for the most part are resistant to the gospel.  
E. But then we come to v12 and the quote from Isaiah 11:10, which we read earlier.  And this verse speaks of the Lord Jesus Christ.  He is the “Root of Jesse.”  For Jesse was whose father, boys and girls”  King David.  And David was the great, great…grandfather of who, boys and girls?  Jesus.  And Jesus is the one who will “arise to rule over the nations.”  But listen to the words of Isaiah 11:10-12, “In that day the Root of Jesse will stand as a banner for the peoples; the nations will rally to him, and his place of rest will be glorious.  In that day the Lord will reach out His hand a second time to reclaim the remnant that is left of His people from Assyria, from Lower Egypt, from Upper Egypt, from Cush, from Elam, from Babylonia, from Hamath and from the islands of the sea.  He will raise a banner for the nations and gather the exiles of Israel; He will assemble the scattered people of Judah from the four quarters of the earth.”
F. So it maybe that in these carefully chosen verses, Paul is covering the progress of salvation history from Jesus’ first coming to the first Gentiles, to the Gentiles and the Jews, to just the Gentiles, by and large, and to Gentile and Jew once again, before the second Coming of Jesus.  
iii. During the week, I saw a news item about a comet.  Our origins.  Our purpose.  So sad.  And whether or not Paul intended the Jew/Gentile detail I have set before you, what we clearly have in vv8-12 is a survey of world history that looks back over 1000’s of years and looks forward to the coming of Christ, that reveals God’s salvation purposes in history.  God is preparing a bride for the Lord Jesus Christ from among all the peoples of the world!  And are you going to fight, now, over whether we use a common cup or an individual cup?  Are you going to get all excited and upset about something like that?!
And so, finally, we come to v13.  And we come to another prayer that is a powerful benediction.
And boys and girls, do you know what benediction means?  It means good-word: bene-good, diction – word.  And a benediction is what we call the second to last part of our worship services.  It is God’s good-word to His people.  Grace and peace and encouragement.  
And the words are very similar to the words in v5, aren’t they.  But while the prayer of v5 was tied to the Scripture, note what the prayer of v13 is tied to – the Spirit, “By the power of the Holy Spirit.”  You can go to church all you like.  You can even read the Bible all you like.  But endurance and encouragement and unity and joy and peace and trust and hope come only by the power of Word AND Spirit.
Well, we will soon use these words as our benediction.  But Romans 14-15 set before us the possibility of “righteousness, joy and peace in the Holy Spirit.”  Yes, opportunities to disagree will come.  But when they are matters that we are able, before the Lord, to disagree on.  Let’s be in the Bible together.  Let’s be at prayer together.  Let’s remember that Christ has accepted us; that Christ chose not to please Himself.  And let’s seek these things “so that with one heart and one mouth we may praise the Lord.”  Amen.
