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Romans 14:1 - 15:13
Are you the weak or the strong?
midweekchurch
Put yourself for a moment in the place of Angus McInnes. Angus is a bloke with no time at all for modern music. Especially not in church. In fact, Angus and some of his friends are disgusted by the way things are going. With all the modern instruments that are turning up in trendy worldly kind of churches. Angus doesn't want his church to go the same way. But the problem is, there are 52 other people in the congregation who disagree.

Angus is an elder. And because so many other people want modern music, he resigns. He spits the dummy. And leaves the church, never to return. The whole McMillan family leaves with him... for the same reason. They don't like modern music either. And they can't have fellowship with people who do.

It's a sad story. And a true one. And it happened in a Presbyterian Church in the Northern Rivers. In the year 1886. .One hundred and thirty years ago. The modern musical instrument they were so worried about was a pedal driven pump organ. Angus McInnes was so upset about the introduction of organ music - that he resigned his eldership and left the Maclean Presbyterian church on June 12, 1886. How sad.

We Christians seem to be able to divide on anything. We Presbyterians especially so. Because we love the truth of God’s word, we place God’s teaching high on our priorities. But unfortunately when others disagree with us we love truth more than we love people. 

Now if you have been with us as we have looked at the book of Romans you will know that the apostle Paul also loves truth. Romans is all about the truth of the gospel about how God saves us sinners through the death & resurrection of Jesus. And if you follow Paul’s life story in the book of Acts you will see he is inflexible about that truth. Nothing will bend him or sway him on the way you are saved. But he also loves people. And amongst people of faith, people are more important than truth. 

1. Accept the Weak (v1) That’s why he can say in chapter 14:1, “Accept him whose faith is weak, without passing judgment on disputable matters.” Accept him. Just because a matter is disputable, doesn't mean you should let it cause a dispute. Don’t argue, but accept him. And the rest of the chapter goes on to unpack what that actually means. But let me spell it out right from the start. And you might as well be confronted with the fact that it's not entirely easy. Because he's saying you might be right. And they might be wrong. But leave it alone. Accept the person who's weaker in faith... who's wrong. Without passing judgement.

So don’t turn the Church into a debating chamber, where all we do is argue. Don’t turn it into a law court where we put the weak person into the dock and cross examine them. Accept them. Welcome them. Respect them for their opinions.

Now what sort of issues are these disputable issues? Well in the next chapter and a half, Paul outlines three such issues, but there are in reality thousands of them. The three that was especially relevant for the Church in Rome were eating meat as against vegetables, that’s in verse 2. Whether you should recognise special days and Sabbaths, that in verse 5. And drinking wine in verse 21.

In those days the Jewish Christians didn’t want to eat meat that had been offered to idols or that might have traces of blood in it. They didn’t want to have anything to do with other sorts of religious practises, so they abstained from meat unless they knew it was kosher. And they looked down on the non Jews who were happy to eat anything.

Others thought that the Sabbath was a Saturday and didn’t want to go along with this Sunday worship. Or they wanted to continue to celebrate the Day of Atonement or the Festival of the Booths, because it was part of their spiritual heritage whereas others saw that all days were holy, not just the occasional one. And then there were some who abstained from alcohol completely and looked down upon those who had a wine with their evening meal.

And Paul says to those people “don’t pass judgement on each other“. Don’t get into a song and dance about these things. Accept the diversity within the body of Christ.

Now today we don’t normally divide within the Church over meat eating, but I do know of some who choose not to eat meat because to do that would be to destroy one of God’s good creatures. But there are some issues to do with the Sabbath, should it be on a Saturday or a Sunday or even a Wednesday? Should we celebrate Christmas Day or Easter Sunday or not? And certainly the issue of wine and beer and alcohol is still one that divides many a congregation.

Yet there are even more disputable items than these. Should you baptise a child or only an adult. And when you do baptise them should it be a sprinkling or full immersion? Should you put your hands up to sing, or keep them down by your side? And you should you sing the modern choruses or just the tried and true hymns? Do you send your children to a Christian school or a public school? Should you vote labor or liberal or national or Christian democratic party? Should you smoke? Should we go to war? Should you work on a Sunday? The list goes on and on and on.

And Paul says, stop arguing over it. Stop splitting the Church over these secondary issues. He will later say, make up your mind about the subject. Think it through, read the Scriptures, follow your conscience. But don’t divide over it. Accept one another’s differences. Find a way to live together. What did the old nursery rhyme say? “Jack Sprat could eat no fat, his wife could eat no lean—And so between the two of them,
They licked the platter clean!”
 

2. Accept one another and Don’t despise the other (v2-12) For if we are the strong it’s easy to despise, to look down on the weak, who obviously haven’t thought through the issue as well as we have. Or if we are the weak it’s easy to condemn those who eat anything, who drink anything, who have no scruples for tradition. And so we build up walls that divide us. We may not say anything but we despise the other, we tell ourselves rather smugly we are right and they are wrong.
But God has welcomed them. You see if God has accepted them as they are, that’s what we as God’s followers should also do. And besides Christ died for them. Christ was willing to sacrifice himself for that brother or sister of yours. And so if we want to live for Christ, we should do what he has done.

After all they are your Christian brothers and sisters, you are part of the one family. And don’t forget that one day we all will stand before the judgement seat of Christ. We will all have to give an account of ourselves before a just judge. And he will judge you in the same way that you judge the people around you.

3. Don’t destroy them. (v 13-23) Because in the palm of your hand, you have the power to destroy a fellow brother or sister. You can according to verse 13 put a stumbling block or an obstacle in their way. You can distress their faith. 
Well how can you do that? By two ways. You can by your words and your actions teach your Christian brother that these disputable things are actually non negotiable. So people around you think that Christianity is all about not dancing or about whether you wear make up or not or whether you speak in tongues. You so elevate the peripherals that the main thing is hidden and so they become confused on how God actually saves us, it seems now it is up to our actions not his grace.

Alternatively you can destroy another person’s faith by forcing the weaker brother to go against their conscience. You can tell the recovering alcoholic that it doesn’t matter if they drink or not. For if someone thinks something is unclean then it is unclean for them. And so by doing what is OK for you, you may lead someone else down the footpath of sin.

But instead of destroying them, you need to need to make every effort to do what leads to peace and mutual edification. You need to think about them and their needs. And so that might mean you will limit your own freedom. You will observe their rules when you are around them. You will choose not to drink alcohol in their company. You will stay quiet when that debate on predestination is taking place. You will not criticise them for sending their kids to a state school or a Christian school or when they choose to home school. 

In short you will love them. You want them to grow in their faith. So you will go without, so that the unity of the Church may be retained. An example of this occurred in the time of John Wesley when the Methodists decided to use grape juice instead of wine when they celebrated the Lord’s Supper. It was not because wine was bad. It was because Wesley didn’t want things that may cause some people to stumble in their Christian walk to get in the way of what is truly important.

The Methodists found that many folks who had a problem with alcohol were being converted to Christianity, and when they took communion, for some, the wine was enough to cause them to stumble back into the bar. For alcoholics, one little taste is never enough. Therefore, a Methodist named Welch, who owned a vineyard, concocted a way to make wine that did not ferment. And that was how grape juice was invented. So, Paul says, do accept them, don’t despise them or destroy them and 

4. Don’t delight in yourself (15:1-4) Because Paul says in 15:1 it’s not about me. It’s not about pleasing myself. It’s about the good of my neighbour. It’s about building him up. It’s about encouraging their faith. It’s about being like Jesus who allowed the insults to fall on him, rather than fall on us. And finally it’s about 
5. Delighting in God’s plan of salvation (15:5-13) Because the point is, this unity, this incorporation of Jews and gentiles together, Paul says, it's the climax of God's plan through the ages…..You know, the beauty of the church was always meant to be that it brought together all kinds of different people under Jesus Christ. We are not meant to be all the same. We are meant to enjoy our differences.

There is meant to be young and old, there is meant to be different tastes of music. There is meant to be some who want to raise their hands and some who don’t want to. There is meant to be people who believe in predestination and others who believe in free will. There will be some who like some types of preaching and others who will like other types of preaching. There will always be people who think that the Bible teaches that God made the world in 6 days while others think about 6 time periods. 

God has accepted them. And we should accept them. For at the heart of God’s plan for the world is that all people should sing his praises. All should work together in the one Church. All should meet together in a spirit of unity.

But let’s not think this is easy, it is hard. Around 400 years ago, Charles V stepped down as the Holy Roman Emperor. When he retired to his palace in Spain, he tried without success to get the six clocks in his palace to chime the hour together. But no matter how hard he tried, no matter what new methods he tried, nothing ever worked. He later wrote in his memoirs: “How is it possible for six different clocks to chime all at the same time? How is it even more possible for the six nations of the Holy Roman Empire to live in harmony? It can’t be done, it’s impossible, even if they call them (selves) Christians.”

But it can be done - if we take the advice of Augustine, many centuries ago. He wisely said, “In essentials, unity; in nonessentials, liberty; in all things, charity.” 

So how does this work out in practise? Well “The Church ought to hold onto the fundamentals of faith, and at the same time allow for difference of opinion and of interpretation in secondary matters, especially rites and ceremonies.” 

So in the fundamentals, then faith is primary, and we may not appeal to love as an excuse to deny the essentials doctrines of faith. So the nature of God, the truth of the Scriptures, the way that we are saved, the person and work of Jesus, we have to be rock solid. We must hold onto that truth no matter what. But in non fundamentals, however, love is primary and we may not appeal to zeal for the faith as an excuse for failures of love. Faith instructs our conscience, love respects the consciences of others. Faith gives liberty, love limits its exercise. Thus, “In essentials, unity; in nonessentials, liberty; in all things, charity (or love)”
So if someone wants to argue with you, over whether to celebrate Christmas or not, listen to their arguments, read the Scriptures, make up your own mind but don’t argue until your blue in the face over it. If someone wants to have the Lord’s Supper every month, or every week, don’t tell them they are wrong, agree over how important it is. If someone believes that you should ordain women as elders, think through the issue together with your Bible’s open. If someone feels that the Church needs to go in a different direction, debate it with them. But don’t split the Church over it, please.

They are all secondary issues. And the Kingdom of God is not a matter of eating or drinking but of righteousness, peace and joy in the Holy Spirit. But let me lead you to with one further reflection on this passage. And that is whenever a Christian picks up this passage, they always believe they are the strong one and the person who disagrees with them is the weak one. Have you ever noticed that? We are always the strong one.

Well if we are the strong one, then we are the one who is called to yield in love. We are the ones who knows that it doesn’t really matter. We are the ones who are willing to go without so that our brother or sister’s conscience is not easily offended. And so we show our strength in faith, not by passing judgement, but instead taking the path of love, of sacrifice, of going without.

And if you can do that? You truly are the strong one. For you are being like your God, patient and loving. And you are being like your Saviour Jesus, ready to put the interests of others, before you own interests. Ready to die in order that they might truly live.

So how can we learn to do this? Let me illustrate with one final story. Leonardo Da Vinci, just before he commenced work on his “Last Supper” had a violent argument with a fellow painter. Leonardo was so bitter that he decided to paint the face of his enemy, the other artist, into the face of Judas, and thus take his revenge by handing the man down in infamy and scorn to succeeding generations. The face of Judas was, therefore, one of the first he finished. Everyone could easily recognize it as the face of the painter with whom he had quarrelled. 

Yet when he came to paint the face of Christ, he could make no progress. Something seemed to be baffling him, holding him back, frustrating his efforts. Finally he came to the conclusion that the thing that was frustrating him was that he had painted the face of his enemy onto the face of Judas. He painted out the face of Judas and was then able to resume his work on the face of Jesus and this time did it with the success that the ages have acclaimed. When Da Vinci moved past the walls of hate that he had built up and looked at the face of Jesus he was able to break its power over him and complete his God appointed tasks.

Friends in the past the Presbyterian Church has been known for its truth but not necessarily its love. Wouldn’t it be good if we could be known for both. In the essentials, we love the truth and in the non essentials the truth is that we love. Then the weak would become strong, the strong would become stronger and the unity we achieved would further serve the cause of the gospel and bring praise and joy to God.
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