Liturgy:

Reading : Romans 15, 1-13

Text       : Romans 15, 1-6

Ps.  118 : 1, 4

Ps.  119 : 6

Ps.    69 : 12

Ps.    69 : 4,5,11

Ps.  147 : 1,6
Beloved congregation of our Lord Jesus Christ,
Last Sunday morning, when dealing with Romans 14, we spoke about the responsibility we have for one another, differing in opinion yet one in Christ. We learned that the first responsibility we have is to receive one another in love, without judging each other. Even stronger, instead of judging others, we should judge ourselves first, to see whether the viewpoint we hold can stand the test of Scripture. Convinced either that nothing is wrong for example with the way in which we spend our leisure time, or on the other hand being convinced that we can’t join in with certain entertainment like others do – from both sides of the spectrum, do we dare to say with the hand on the Bible this is what the Lord wants. It was in this context that we had to read Romans 14, 5b, “Let each one be fully convinced in his own mind,” i.e. be convinced that the viewpoint we hold is indeed based on God’s Word and not just some personal conviction we have grown up with and we do not want give up. In other words, it is not what I think what is right or wrong, but what the Lord wants me to do. After all, as Paul points out in Romans 14, one day we all have to give account to God not about what I thought about my brother whether he was right or wrong, but whether my own life and viewpoints were fully based on God’s Word.
Next, we also learned from Romans 14, even though we are personal fully convinced that of itself nothing is unclean – vs. 14 of this chapter – nevertheless I also have to think of my fellow brother or sister in Christ, not putting a stumbling block in his way, which may cause him to fall, i.e. to fall into sin. In vs. 20 Paul writes, we should not destroy the work of God for the sake of food, or – to put it more generally – we should not destroy the work of God for the sake of a strong personal conviction. Instead, – vs. 19 – we should “pursue the things which make for peace and the things by which one may edify another.”

It is this particular aspect of mutual upbuilding, which Paul elaborates on in Ch. 15. In this chapter, he strongly emphasizes the unity of the congregation. He does in particular in the verses 5 + 6 of this chapter. Paul warns the addressees of this letter – and this equally applies to us – not to put this unity of the congregation at risk by running one’s own agenda without thinking about others. Instead, as members of one body, we are called to serve one another in love. This morning we will focus on how to do this in a practical way, when I preach you the gospel under the following heading,

AS MEMBERS OF ONE BODY

THE BELIEVERS ARE CALLED TO SERVE ONE ANOTHER IN LOVE

We have to do this

1) after the example of Christ

2) in accordance with the teaching of the Scriptures

3) to the honor of God

I
Last Sunday morning, Br. & Sr., dealing with the issue of differences in opinion, yet being one in Christ, we spoke about the personal responsibility we have, i.e. that we must be fully convinced in our own mind that we are right before the Lord. Next, we spoke about the responsibility we have towards one another as well as about the responsibility we have together for the edification of the body of Christ. This last subject is dealt with further in Ch. 15. The apostle Paul starts this chapter saying, vs. 1, “…” In other words, our duty towards the weak reaches further than be willing to accept that they hold a different view on certain matters than we do. Much more strongly, Paul says we have to bear with them. One may wonder what this means in practical terms.

Let me try to make this clear with another word of the apostle Paul. I think here of what Paul writes in his letter to the Galatians and where he uses almost the same expression in Ch. 6, 2 of this letter, where it reads, “…”  Bear one another’s burdens – this means we should be a true help for our fellow brother or sister, with whom we live together in the same congregation, also in this respect, that the salvation of my fellow brother or sister has higher priority than my personal conviction. Then we don not become vindictive, but instead our desire will be that by together studying God’s Word we may increase our mutual understanding regarding issues that until now have kept us divided.
In vs. 2 of Ch. 15, Paul continues as follows, “…” What does Paul mean with these words? Basically it is the same as I mentioned it before: in a case, where we personally are fully convinced that what we do or say is fully based on God’s Word, it is our task to help our fellow brother or sister, who disagrees, so he or she too may increase his or her understanding about what the Lord requires. In other words, our aim should always be that we may become more and more united, in order to show also one front to those who are outside and who are watching us. We only show weakness when we come across as a divided house. Instead, we should we a bright light shining into this world.
From this, we learn, when there are different viewpoints on certain matters and as a result also different actions with respect to our dealings with specific issues, we cannot just leave the matter as it is, saying that each one’s own responsibility. Instead, together we should study the Scriptures to increases our understanding of what the Lord requires of us, since it is our duty to serve one another in love.

In vs. 2, the apostle Paul says that we must please our neighbor. Last week Sunday morning in the sermon, I used a few practical examples to show what this means in practical terms. In some feedback on this sermon one brother asked me, “Does this mean that we always have to give in to the weak?”  In response, I said – as I mentioned it also in the sermon last weak – when it comes to today’s issues, we should be very careful in using the terminology of weak and strong. For who are the weak and who are the strong when it comes to practical issues. For example, there are those also among us who are convinced that TV is evil and therefore we all should do away with it. Are they the strong ones or the weak ones? You see, it doesn’t work like this. The point Paul wants to make in Romans 14 and 15 is this: is there a willingness to listen to each other. When there are differences, do we respect each other’s integrity without judging? Finally, is there willingness – Ch. 15 – to come together further in the issues at stake, so that more and more we may become one.
Some 40 or 50 years ago, there was still something that could be called ‘Christian morals’. What I mean is as church families we still had a common opinion regarding how to live in the world, yet being not of the world. At present, even in the church, there is more individualism, each one does things his or her own way, and woe if you try to say something about it. This clearly is a postmodern thinking, as we meet it also in today’s society. It does not seek the mutual upbuilding of one another as the apostle Paul speaks about it in Romans 15.

Yet it still leaves the question, do we always have to give in to those who complain that this or that is not right before the Lord. I don’t think that this is always necessary, beloved. Paul speaks about edification. When as congregation we seek this edification in exploring some new things, some mayclassify this as innovative, not pleasing the Lord. In a case like this, should we leave it because of a few members complaining about it? As I said it before, this does not always need to be the case. Let me once again try to make this clear with two practical examples: one where I think there is no need to give in so to speak, another with a different approach.
The first example: Around Christmas time, we often have a sing along as congregation with a BBQ, a real community event, where also others are welcomed. There might be members of the congregation against this, since this is not in line with focusing on the real message of Christmas, especially when certain doubtful carols are sung. Should we because of these few members cancel such a sing along? I do not think that’s what Romans 15 teaches.

Yet let me use another example. Consistory West Kelmscott has decided that from a Scriptural point of view, there is no impediment for brothers who have been lawfully divorced and have remarried to serve in the office. Yet we will not implement this decision, as long as some members of the congregation have great difficulty with this decision. That’s in line with Romans 15, namely that we have to bear with one another and also have to seek the edification of the congregation.

I hope that with these two examples I have made clear what Paul means when he speaks about bearing with one another and seeking the edification of the body of Christ.

Bearing – in this context, Paul refers to the example of Christ, vs. 3, “…”  Christ indeed gave His life for the edification of the church. Zeal for God’s house consumed Him, which is also a quotation of Psalm 69. In fact, these words precede the quotation mentioned in Romans 15. Zeal for God’s house consumed the Lord Jesus, not only when He cleansed the temple, John 2, 17, but during His whole life. In Phil. 2 we read, Christ, though He was in the form of God, did not count equality with God a thing to be grasped, but emptied Himself, taking the form of a servant (Phil. 2, 6 + 7). The Son of God became flesh, born in the likeness of man. He did so not to glorify Himself, but to build God’s church.
“From heaven He came and sought her

To be His holy bride;

With His own blood He bought her 
And for her life He died.”  (BoP Hymn 40 : 1)

That’s how Christ denied Himself for us, for you and me, beloved.

In addition, during His ministry on earth teaching the people, Christ did not say, each one can have his own opinion regarding certain matters. Instead, since zeal for God’s house consumed Him, He preached God’s commandment very strictly. I only have to refer to Christ’s Sermon on the Mount, where repeatedly we hear, “You have heard that it was said to those of old…but I say to you…”  Christ definitely did not take God’s commandments lightly, but taught them very precisely instead. Because of this – and this brings us to the quotation of Psalm 69, which we read in our text – because of His strict teaching of God’s law, removing the dust from the OT as it was preached by the scribes and Pharisees, the Lord Jesus met with a lot of opposition. In this Psalm 69 was fulfilled to Christ, “The reproach of those who reproach Thee fell on Me.”  Yet when He was reviled, the Lord Jesus did not revile in return. Instead, it was His zeal to build Father’s house, to lay the foundation for it. He did so in particular when the enmity of God’s people led him to the cross, where He died for our sins.
See there, beloved, how Christ denied Himself totally out of love for God’s people. Well, in Romans 15 the apostle Paul now says, this attitude should be found also among us. Christ denied Himself to lay the foundation of the church. Today we are building further on that foundation laid by Christ. Well, we should do this with the same attitude as Christ did. In other words, zeal for God’s house should determine also our attitude. Zeal for God’s house – this also means we should take heed not to let ourselves be driven in a vindictive way by mere personal convictions, but instead give the edification of the body of Christ priority. At times, in order to serve this edification we may have to let go off personal convictions, seeking the fellow members of the body in love.

II
From the first point of the sermon we learned, Br. & Sr.,  being called to serve one another in love, we have to follow the example of Christ. Next, we will see that we also have to do this in accordance with the teaching of the Scriptures. It is noteworthy that speaking about the ministry of the Lord Jesus, the apostle Paul does not refer to a specific moment of Christ’s ministry, but instead refers to Scripture and quotes Psalm 69. After all, Christ’s whole life on earth was determined by what the Scriptures of the OT had spoken about Him. It was in accordance with the Scriptures that He had come to build the church, to lay the foundation for it, by His sacrifice on the cross. Thus, the Scriptures were there also for His instruction. That’s how we find Him at the feet of the scribes already when He was 12 years old and that’s why during His public ministry He referred to the Scriptures of the Old Testament, repeatedly. Thus Christ always let His life be determined by what the Scriptures taught Him.
Well, Br. & Sr., also in this respect we have to follow the example of Christ. In vs. 4a the apostle Paul writes, “…”  Hence, we should make a sincere effort to study the Scriptures and let our life be determined by what we learn from Scripture, so that – as Paul writes in vs. 4b – through the patience and comfort of the Scriptures we might have hope. This shows us the aim of all studying of God’s Word: to stay focused on in heritance we have been promised, to live from the riches of God’s covenant. Studying God’s Word, we learn more and more to see what great God we have and how He in Jesus Christ wants to be our Father. We will also see more and more God’s faithfulness and mercy and then out of thankfulness for these mercies bestowed also upon us, it will become more and more our desire to serve God in accordance with the commandments He has given us. Then we no longer see these commandments as a burden, but as mere joy, since they have been given for our good.

Putting it in this perspective, beloved, it also shows that studying God’s Word together, for example at the Bible Study Clubs, entails more than just discussing a certain part of Scripture. Our discussions at club should also help us to live our faith in daily life. In other words, there should also be practical benefit in building each other up as how to live as Christians, and then not as separate individuals but as brothers and sisters together united in the same faith. Perhaps discussing God’ Word this way, we may not always see eye to eye on certain practical issues. But then God’s Word will be the basis on which we discuss these matters further in love and patience. In addition, when there is difference of opinion let us pray that the Lord will give us more insight, so that together we may grow in understanding of God’s will, in particular where it concerns matters of every day life. In this way, even in cases where differences remain, our common aim will be that together we want to glorify God. This brings me to the third and final point of this morning’s sermon.
III
In the concluding verses of the text chosen for this morning’s sermon, vss. 5 + 6, the apostle Paul makes intercession for the congregation in Rome. He prays that God will grant them to live in harmony with one another so that together with one voice they may glorify the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ.
With one voice – one may ask, how can this ever be achieved, especially in light of the different viewpoints there often are within a congregation? In addition, one might also wonder whether this is indeed necessary. Do we really have to be united so strong that we must speak with one voice? 
I don’t think, beloved, that’s what is meant here. The point is not that we have to tune our personal opinions to one another, but we all have to tune our opinions and viewpoints to Him, who teaches us in His Word what He requires from us. That’s how together with one voice we are to glorify God. Then the question no longer is, whose viewpoint is right and whose viewpoint is wrong. Instead, the main question will be: how is God glorified not only by me personal, but also by us as congregation together. After all, that’s the aim of our life personal and together, that in all that we think and do God may receive the glory and praise due to Him. 
In this context, let us pray, beloved, that the same can be said about the members of the congregation of Christ here in West Kelmscott, as it was said of the members of Christ’s congregation in Jerusalem, namely that they were all of one heart and one soul. This does not necessarily mean that they were all thinking alike, but it points to what bound them together. Together they rejoiced in the Lord and in all the blessings, He had bestowed upon them. They also showed this joy in a very practical way, living their faith to the glory of God in real unity and harmony.
I mentioned that this does not necessarily mean that we all have to think alike and that therefore we must always give up our personal convictions for the sake of the fellow brother or sister, who might have difficulty with my opinion. That’s not the unity Paul prays for in our text. Yet when there is difference, we should still emphasize the unity we have in Christ. That’s the point here. Let me try to make this clear with an example, which I came across in preparation for this sermon.

Then the unity of which Paul speaks here can be compared with the unity within a choir. In a choir, you have different voices. The voice of the soprano differs from the voice of the bass. Yet when a performance is given, all these voices amalgamate into a real unity. However, just put the case that the members of this choir start quarrelling reproaching one another by saying, you sing too fast and you sing too loud or you sing out of tune. Then they no longer sing with one voice and the result will be that they will not sing at all. 

Beloved, if it is really our aim – like a choir with difference voices but still a unity – if it is really our aim to glorify God together this way, we will no longer quarrel about certain differences. Instead we will bear with one another, the weak with the strong and the strong with the weak, no longer pleasing ourselves, but together uniting our voice in a choir that sings to the glory of God. After all, when we no longer live in harmony together, doing nothing else than criticizing one another, the result will be that the glory of God is no longer heard from our lips. May the Lord grant that this will never happen among us. Yes, beloved, let it never happen – for example when you had quite an argument with a fellow brother or sister – let it never happen that you part stubbornly. A better idea might be that before parting you pray together bringing your differences before the Lord, asking Him to grant unity again. In the congregation of Christ, we should never stand over against each other, but instead we should stand beside each other like the members of a choir.
Beloved, let our continual prayer be that this attitude might be found among us as members of Christ’s congregation here in West Kelmscott. Let us pray for the renewing work of the Holy Spirit among us, so that we may really serve one another in love and this for the edification of the body of Christ, singing together with one voice to the glory of God, not only with our lips, but also in our deeds. 

Let us work together for the promotion of God’s kingdom in this world as a united front, holding on to one another in love, knowing that together we are on our way to that city, in which we together will glorify God in perfect harmony. Beloved, whoever realizes that this is the future, we are heading for, that person will also already today strive for this harmony. Then I will never destroy this harmony, fighting for a personal opinion in a vindictive way judging my fellow member in Christ, at times even in a despising way. Instead, it will become more and more our desire to declare with one voice the wonderful deeds of God, who out of mere grace called us out of the darkness of this world into His marvelous light. Beloved, let us pray continually that in this way together with one voice we may indeed glorify the Name of our Triune God: Father, Son, and Holy Spirit.
Amen.
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