Liturgy:
Reading : Romans 14

Text       : Romans 14, 5b, 13, 15
Ps.     92 : 1,2,6

Ps.     93 : 4

Ps.   122 : 3

Ps.   131 : 1,2,3

Hy.    58 : 1,2

Beloved congregation of our Lord Jesus Christ,

Even though as brothers and sisters in Christ we are united in the one faith, we do not always think the same. On many issues, we do not always see eye to eye. I only have to refer to some of the discussions at the Bible Study Clubs. Especially when the discussion becomes it bit more practical, we do not always come to the same conclusions. What the one condemns as wrong, someone else may have no difficulty with at all. 
In this morning’s sermon, I would like to address the question: how to deal with this, how to live together in harmony to God’s glory, despite that at times we find it difficult to accept one another’s viewpoint. In this context, one could also ask the question, is it really necessary to agree on every single issue. However, if not, what then?
In the chapter we want to focus on this morning, the apostle Paul gives some directions to Christ’s congregation in Rome, some direction with respect to what it means to be a communion of saints, to live together as a communion also in dealing with practical issues. In this chapter, he says be careful not to condemn each other, or to look at someone who holds a different view on certain issues than you do – be careful not to look upon such a person in a denigrating way. We should not do this. Instead, let us always consider there is more wisdom than the wisdom I have. 
This does not mean, we should simply give one another the freedom to have each our own viewpoint on certain matters, like in today’s postmodern climate people would say: that’s your viewpoint, I have mine. Let us leave it there, full stop. That’s not what Paul teaches in Romans 14 and 15. Together we have to submit to God’s Word and in doing so we have to respect one another. Only then, we will come further in certain matters. 
In addition, within the one body of Christ, we should seek also one another’s spiritual well-being and therefore I should make sure that I don’t put up a stumbling block for my fellow brother or sister in Christ.

Focusing on Romans 14 this morning, I preach you the Word of God under the following heading, 

THE SCRIPTURAL RULE WITH RESPECT TO

THE RESPONSIBILITY WE HAVE FOR ONE ANOTHER

DIFFERING IN OPINION, YET ONE IN CHRIST

We will look at

1) our personal responsibility

2) how to execute this responsibility towards each other

I
The passage of Scripture chosen as text for this morning’s sermon, Br. & Sr.,  deals with those who are weak in faith and those who are strong in faith, weak and strong with respect to particular issues. In cases like these, one may find it difficult to accept being called weak in faith. Perhaps we would rather prefer to be called strong in faith. Moreover, who decides who is strong and who is weak? 
It’s remarkable that the apostle Paul uses this terminology freely, even considering himself to belong to the strong in faith, Ch. 15, 1. Does this mean Paul takes sides and he now contemptuously looks down upon those whom he considers weak in faith? Far from that, beloved; instead, Paul wants the members of the congregation in Rome, strong and weak ones, to live in harmony with one another.
Before we go further into the question how to achieve this, let us first have a somewhat closer look at what the real issue was in Christ’s congregation in Rome. In many a commentary, you can read that the issue at stake had to do with tensions between Christians from the Jews and Christians from the Gentiles. According to these commentaries, with respect to food and drink and with respect to keeping certain days as special, the Jewish Christians still wanted to hold on to some of the Mosaic laws, whereas those who came from the Gentile world had no difficulty with all this. In Christ, we are free from all those laws, aren’t we? This is indeed true, and the apostle Paul also points this out in some of his other letters. Christ has fulfilled the OT ceremonial law. Because of this, it seems highly unlikely that this particular problem played in the background, especially – as I mentioned it already – since in some of his other letters Paul strongly condemns this attitude of the Jewish Christians.
This still leaves us with the question: what then was the issue at stake in Christ’s congregation in Rome. There surely was tension between certain groups in the congregation, yet not between Jewish Christians and Gentile Christians. Instead, there was tension among those who had broken with the Gentile world because of a difference of opinion – to say it in today’s terminology – a difference of opinion in how far one was still allowed to live in the world, yet not being of the world. The climate of the Roman society in Paul’s day was not much different from the climate we live in today. It was corrupt and immoral in many ways. It is not for nothing that in Ch. 13, 13 + 14 the apostle warns the congregation in Rome with the following words, “…” A warning like this gives us a clear indication what life in Rome in those days was like. How now was one to live as a sincere Christian in the midst of such a corrupt society?
Some said: such a lifestyle is definitely wrong. Yet this does not mean when you get an invite of a Gentile neighbor to have a meal together, that one should refuse it because you can’t eat food that perhaps was bought at a Gentile market and therefore was sacrificed to idols. As Christians we know idols are not real, therefore there is nothing wrong with eating such meat or other food. These same members also did not see the necessity during a public holiday, when the Gentiles had their festivities, to organize a Christian alternative and so to prevent that members of the congregation would join in with the Gentile festivities. They considered themselves strong enough to stay holy in an unholy society.
Others, however, had difficulty with such an attitude, it was better to abstain from all these things, lest one would fall back into a Gentile lifestyle. 

Because of this, there was tension, friction – perhaps even the question arose: who is wrong and who is right.

Although today the issues might be different, in general we all can identify with similar struggles also among us. At times, there are differences also among us, whereby the one has no difficulty in accepting certain things or doing certain things, whilst others condemn it and warn against it. In such a climate of tension, so easily we start labeling one another. The strong ones classify the weak ones as too narrow-minded whilst the weak ones classify the strong ones as too liberal. The result is that instead of coming closer, we grow apart even farther.
This morning we will turn to Scripture, where the Lord Himself gives us guidance how to deal with tensions, conflicts like these. Let us listen what Paul writes in Romans 14, noting that Paul writes here inspired by the Holy Spirit. Hence, what we read here is indeed what God wants us to do.

The apostle Paul starts with saying in vs. 1a, “…” Receive – the word used in the original Greek refers to a sincere desire to come closer together, which is more than simply acknowledging that the other has a different viewpoint. We ought to go out of our way to receive one another, without condemning the other, vs. 1b, “…” In other words, don’t start judging whether that other person is right or wrong, rather show loving care for one another.

Don judge, says Paul. Yet when we are honest, this is something that runs in our blood, so to speak. When one disagrees with our personal opinion, often quite quickly we have our judgment ready. Something like, “You can’t talk too him or her.” Alternatively, we indeed do classify a person as too narrow minded or too liberal, being no longer reformed, and you name it. Yet Paul says, “Don’t judge, receive each other in love.”
Yet – so one may ask – don’t we have to test the spirits and thus make clear what is right or wrong? This is indeed our task. Yet – as I read it somewhere – there are different levels. Together we stand on the basis of Scripture and Confessions. Wherever and whenever someone deviates from that foundation, we should clearly call a spade and spade. In cases like these, there is no need to mince one’s words. Yet even though we stand together on this one foundation, each one of us builds further on it in different ways. I think here of what Paul writes in 1 Cor. 3. He says there the foundation has been laid, but each one builds on this foundation with different material. One compared it once with a big bunch of flowers, all different colors and also all in a different state of opening, yet all in the same vase. There is diversity within the unity. Since this diversity is based on the unity in Christ, we respect each other’s integrity. That’s what Romans 14 want to teach us. Therefore, beloved, let us be careful not straight away to declare every difference as a principle matter, even though in our personal view  we consider the issue at stake as very essential.
The matters Paul deals with in Romans 14 were surely no minor matters either. Yet what does Paul do? Does he make a statement about who is wrong and who is right? He does so to a certain extent, when he speaks about weak one and strong ones. However, above all he wants to make clear that one in Christ, regarding certain matters there is freedom to differ in opinion. Give each other space to serve God in that freedom. Don’t force your opinion on others. Don’t do so, even in case you are fully convinced on the basis of Scripture that you are right. Don judge, instead accept each other. Receive each other in love.
Does this now mean that we should simply leave each other free, since it does not matter whatever opinion one may hold regarding a certain issue? That’s surely not the conclusion we should draw from this chapter. In the verses 7 and 8 of this chapter Paul writes, “…” Many a funeral address has focused on these words, which seem quite befitting such an occasion. Yet in the context of Romans 14 the apostle Paul writes these words with a different purpose, namely to make clear that there is not one single area in life, of which I can say it does not matter what my opinion is with respect to a certain issue. In that respect, there are no minor issues, since we have always to consider that we are Christ’s both in life and in death. Therefore in everything we always have to ask ourselves the question, “What does the Lord want me to do?”

This also is the context, in which we should read vs. 5b, “…” This does not mean – as the Living Bible translates these words – “On questions of this kind everyone must decide for himself.” Instead, the apostle Paul points here to our responsibility. What is that responsibility? 
Paul surely doesn’t mean it in the way we often use this word. Say during a meeting of the Bible Study Club, discussing an issue, on which we can’t agree together, one could conclude: this is something we leave to each other’s personal responsibility. Beloved, that’s not what the apostle Paul teaches here. It’s rather the opposite. The apostle Paul is basically asking each one of us, when it comes to issues like these, “How strong is your view, your position with respect to this issue?” Not that you have to give it up, because you don’t feel so strong about it. No Paul ask this question: “How strong is your position before the Lord? Are you 100% sure that the opinion you hold is rooted in God’s Word?”

Summarizing, we should not first of all judge the other who disagrees with us, but first we should judge ourselves. Submitting my opinion to the full teaching of Scripture, am I still convinced that I am completely right, or is it just some personal opinion. Is there perhaps an unwillingness to listen to others, since deep down I know it’s rather what I want than what the Lord wants. Beloved, let it never be some personal convictions that in the end decide the discussion, but together we should be willing to listen to God’s Word. It is to the Word of God that I have to submit also my personal convictions, testing them whether they are right or perhaps wrong in the light of Scripture.
See, beloved, that’s vs. 5b, “Let each be fully convinced in his own mind,” convinced that we are right before the Lord. Are you, beloved? When holding a certain viewpoint with respect to some practical issues, do you dare to say with your hand on the Bible, “This is what the Lord wants me to do!”

Beloved, let us all take this Scriptural lesson to heart. After all, it’s so easily done, when we disagree with someone to think that the other is wrong, whilst we forget to reevaluate our own viewpoint, to see whether it can indeed stand the test of God’s Word. Yet, this should always have first priority, before anything else, since – vs. 12 – one day we all have to give account to God. Let us, therefore, stop judging each other, but rather judge ourselves first, as Paul writes in vs. 10, “…” Likewise, he writes in vs. 12, “…” We often worry a lot about others and what they all do wrong, judging them accordingly. Yet Paul says, instead of judging and despising others, first remember one day you yourself must give account to God of your own life. In other words, deal with yourself first, before staring to judge others. Vs. 13 phrases it even stronger, “…”
II
From the first point of the sermon we learned, when viewpoints clash, before starting to judge others, first we have to be fully convinced in our own mind that that our personal viewpoint can stand the test of God’s Word. However – and this brings me to the next question – what if in this respect both the weak ones and the strong ones are fully convinced that the viewpoint they defend is indeed fully based on Scripture. Does this deadlock the discussion with the danger that instead of growing closer together, we even drift farther apart? In addition, what does the apostle mean when he says in vs. 13 that we should not put a stumbling block in our brother’s way.
According to the dictionary, a stumbling block is “something causing an impediment or obstacle.” In vs. 15 Paul explains it as follows, “…” These words make clear that as far as a stumbling block is concerned it is more that just causing some irritation or annoyance. A stumbling block means much more. In Scripture it refers to something by which you cause your brother fall, i.e. fall into sin. If we do so, says Paul, we are no longer walking in love, having the well-being, the spiritual well-being of my fellow brother and sister at heart.
From this we learn, Br. & Sr., that the freedom we have in Christ is not an unlimited freedom. Even in situations, where I myself am fully convinced that nothing is wrong with this or with that, it might still be necessary to abstain from it for the well-being of the fellow member in Christ.

How now does this work in practice, do we have to give up our personal conviction for the sake of the other? Not necessarily, yet love for my fellow brother or sister may cause us to act differently for his or her own sake. Let me just try to make this clear with two practical example, both for youn and old in the congregation.

Say, as a group of young people you go out together one evening. The plan is to go to the movies. As your minister, I’m fully convinced in my own mind that we should not visit the cinema. Yet there is difference of opinion on this matter. Now say, one of the young people feels completely unease to join the group going to the movies. What are you going to do? There are of course a number of options.
a) You say to that person, “Come on, don’t be so narrow minded, there is nothing wrong with it. It’s just fun.” Thus, you are judging that person, trying to convince the member concerned to do something, of which he or she thinks it is wrong in the eyes of the Lord. You put a stumbling block on his or her way.

b) Alternatively, you may say, “Too bad, if you don’t want to join us, and you just do your own thing.” This basically turning a fellow member the cold shoulder.

c) Of course, what you could also do – and this would show true love to the fellow member – you say, “Since you feel so strong about it, tonight we are going do something else, so that you can join in as well.” See that’s true love, in the sense as Paul means it in Romans 14, speaking about the weak.

When using an example like this, I think we also have to be careful not straight away to speak about weak and strong. For in the example given, are those who are against going to the cinema, the weak ones in faith. Also here have to be careful not to label each other. The point is, that we show love and seek the spiritual well-being of another. Let me give just one more example.

Say, you are organizing a party; some people that will join in have difficulty with alcohol. They feel very strong about it, since it may cause people to drink more than they should. They may say, if you serve alcohol, I’m not coming. Perhaps for their sake, you could have an alcohol free party. This does not mean that you have to give up your own conviction, and never again will serve alcohol on a party. Yet for the sake of a number of members of the congregation – to give the opportunity to be present as well – that night you don’t serve alcohol.
I could give more example, but I hope I have made clear what the apostle Paul means, when he says don’t put stumbling blocks in the way of a fellow brother or sister, receive each other in love and don’t judge or even worse despise and look down upon a fellow brother or sister because of his or her viewpoint. Act in love towards one another.

In vs. 19 Paul summarizes it as follows, “…” The congregation of Christ is like a house, in this case a house built by God, who did not only lay the foundation of this house (the accomplished work of Jesus Christ), but also afterwards God remains active in building this house. The Church is like a house under construction. God is the Builder of this house. He piles up the stones very carefully. These stones are the members of the church, living stones cemented together into a spiritual house. Within this structure, each stone carries its own weight, but at the same time needs those other stones. As church members we are not just a heap of stone laying somewhere, but together we form that spiritual house, which God wants to finish. That’s God’s great work in the midst of this world.
Let us make sure then, beloved, that we never oppose this great work of God. When we cause fellow members to stumble, at times to the extent that they may give up on the church because of the attitude of fellow members, we are pulling down this structure, instead of being busy building it together. In 1 Cor. 8, 1 – where Paul writes about similar issues – it reads, “We know that we all have knowledge. Knowledge puffs up, but love edifies.” From this we learn, even in situations that we are fully convinced in our own mind that we are right before the Lord, the stand we have taken, the words we speak, yes our whole attitude towards our fellow brother and sister in Christ, who holds a different viewpoint and is also fully convinced that he or she is right – our attitude towards one another should be determined by love and edification of the church of Christ. When this become our heartfelt determination across the board, so to speak, you will see, beloved, that many things becomes less important and  regarded as minor, at times even considered as not even suited for the edification of the body of Christ.

Beloved, let us pray that this attitude of love always may prevail when discussing different viewpoint or stands on practical issues. Let us always reach out to each other in love, instead of judging or condemning one another.  Let us work together for the building up of the body of Christ, instead destroying God’s work among us, by putting personal opinions about love for the fellow brother or sister.
To live this way, beloved, is only possible by power from above, i.e. only when daily we let ourselves be renewed in our mind by the working of the Holy Spirit within us, as the apostle Paul also wrote about it in Ch. 12, 2b, “…” Yes, then denying ourselves, we will seek to do God’s will, having also the spiritual well-being of the fellow brother and sister at heart. Then within the communion of saints, together standing on that one foundation, we will hold to one another in love, i.e. the love of which Paul writes in Ch. 13, 10 of this same letter that it does not harm the neighbor. Therefore Ch. 14, 15a, “…”
Beloved, old and young alike, may the Lord Jesus Christ – whenever He returns – meet here in West Kelmscott a congregation, walking in this  wonderful love for one another, i.e. that love of which Paul writes in 1 Cor 13, 4-8a, “…” Beloved, may this love be found among us more and more for the edification of the body of Christ here in West Kelmscott and also to the glory of God’s holy Name.

Amen.
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