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We’re going to be looking at Romans chapter 14 today. We’ve been making our way through this amazing letter that explains the Gospel and then now explains the applications of the Gospel. On first reading, when we read Romans 14:1-12, it might appear like it’s kind of distant from our modern context, but we’re going to discover it’s very near us. It’s very relevant to our life and to the life of our church family. 

You know, as we open up God’s Word together, it’s possible for nothing good to happen. It’s possible! So something good doesn’t happen just because we’re here listening to God’s Word. But when we connect to these means of grace, we connect by faith. And anytime believers connect by faith to the means by which God brings grace, strength, help, hope to our lives, God does something wonderful. And that’s why when Christians get together to listen to God’s Word, we’re kind of excited. What is God going to do today? We need His grace. And so it’s with faith that we open up God’s Word.        

1 As for the one who is weak in faith, welcome him, but not to quarrel over opinions. 2 One person believes he may eat anything, while the weak person eats only vegetables. 3 Let not the one who eats despise the one who abstains, and let not the one who abstains pass judgment on the one who eats, for God has welcomed him. 4 Who are you to pass judgment on the servant of another? It is before his own master that he stands or falls. And he will be upheld, for the Lord is able to make him stand.

5 One person esteems one day as better than another, while another esteems all days alike. Each one should be fully convinced in his own mind. 6 The one who observes the day, observes it in honor of the Lord. The one who eats, eats in honor of the Lord, since he gives thanks to God, while the one who abstains, abstains in honor of the Lord and gives thanks to God. 7 For none of us lives to himself, and none of us dies to himself. 8 For if we live, we live to the Lord, and if we die, we die to the Lord. So then, whether we live or whether we die, we are the Lord’s. 9 For to this end Christ died and lived again, that he might be Lord both of the dead and of the living. 

10 Why do you pass judgment on your brother? Or you, why do you despise your brother? For we will all stand before the judgment seat of God; 11 for it is written, “As I live, says the Lord, every knee shall bow to me, and every tongue shall confess to God.” 

12 So then each of us will give an account of himself to God.   

May God encourage us through this great passage of Scripture!

Happy harmony in the local church is a very fragile thing. It’s as delicate as a flower. When we experience oneness and communion in the family of God, it seems almost unassailable, like we would never be in danger of having our unity rocked by any trouble. And yet, trouble in the church turns on the very smallest of hinges. God warns us that we have an enemy in Satan, and Satan works overtime to disrupt the happy fellowship of God’s people. He is constantly moving in our midst with his minions, looking for a foothold in our assembly to work a spirit of division, a spirit in which we would devalue the significance of one another and the significance of what is happening together. 

And it’s not merely Satan that is at work to destroy community in God’s church. But also, our own flesh is prone to chip away at that which is blessed, that love, that unity through our union with Christ. So our own flesh hungers to nurse grudges. Our own flesh hungers to feel spiritually superior, to consider our opinions as more valuable than other people’s opinions. Our flesh yearns to listen to gossip and listen to slander. It’s interested in it. It yearns to diminish others in order to boost our own agenda. It also easily takes offense over the smallest of matters. Our flesh places unbiblical expectations upon others and then our flesh gets angry when those expectations are not met. And all of these are dark trends that push us away from a godly commitment to communion in the church. 

This will be a fight! The fight to maintain the unity of the Spirit in the church will be a fight until the end of this age. And God tells us to go to war. This is worth fighting for! We are to war with the weapons that He has provided, and to fight fiercely against anything that would diminish our love for one another, diminish our commitment in relationship with one another. God urges us not to be passive, not to sit back and just take it easy and let whatever happens happen in our fellowship. The glory of God communicated through us as His people, depends upon strong, sweet, sure relationships of covenantal love in our fellowship. 

So the Apostle Paul begins in this great section of Romans to talk about what it means to radically worship God. He says in Romans 12:1-2, therefore I urge you in view of God’s mercies to present your bodies as a living sacrifice. And then what follows in chapters 12, 13 and 14, is a series of messages in which Paul fleshes out what it means to present our bodies as a living sacrifice. And one theme that is rolling through every paragraph that he writes to this sweet church in Rome, is this theme of covenantal love, this theme of unity. So let’s just observe that for a moment.    

Romans 12:3-5 For by the grace given to me I say to everyone among you not to think of himself more highly than he ought to think, but to think with sober judgment, each according to the measure of faith that God has assigned. For as in one body we have many members, and the members do not all have the same function, so we, though many, are one body in Christ, and individually members one of another. 

This is what it means to be devoted radically to God. It means that we appreciate and we enjoy and we lean into this unity we have with one another as members of one body. Then we skip forward to verse 9. Paul says plainly, 
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Romans 12:9 Let love be genuine. 

Let it be sincere. Let it really be authentic in your community. And then we skip forward to verse 12. 

Romans 12:12-13 be constant in prayer. Contribute to the needs of the saints and seek to show hospitality. 

When you look around and you see that some are needy, make sure that you pile love upon them. Invite one another into your own homes. Build real relationships. Skip forward to verse 15. 

Romans 12:15-16 Rejoice with those who rejoice, weep with those who weep. Live in harmony with one another. Do not be haughty, but associate with the lowly. Never be wise in your own sight. 

Be in such close relationship that you actually care about the details of one another’s lives. When people are sad, you’re sad. When people are happy, you’re happy with them. Make sure that happens. Don’t look around and say, “Well, I think I’ll hang out with that group, but not that group over there.” Don’t be haughty. Don’t consider yourself more highly. And then in chapter 13, Paul continues this theme.   

Romans 13:8 Owe no one anything, except to love each other, for the one who loves another has fulfilled the law. 

This is a debt that is always outstanding. Every day you get up as a Christian, know that you look around at your own local church family and you say, “I have a debt of love to pay today to other brothers and sisters in Christ. How am I going to pay off that debt today?” Every day, we’re paying it off. It’s a wonderful debt, but it’s a debt.   

Romans 13:10 Love does no wrong to a neighbor; therefore love is the fulfilling of the law. 

Let’s make sure we don’t injure one another. Love is careful about that. 

Romans 13:12-13 So then let us cast off the works of darkness and put on the armor of light. Let us walk properly as in the daytime…

And at the end of verse 13 he says one of the things that means. When you put off the deeds of darkness, it means that we don’t engage in quarreling and jealousy. So God calls quarreling and jealousy works of darkness. When that abounds in the church, guess who is active? Satan himself! The Prince of Darkness is active in your midst. Satan loves to sow discord in God’s family. That’s what he does. So in Proverbs chapter 6, God warns his people this way:

Proverbs 6:12-14 A worthless person, a wicked man, goes about with crooked speech,… with perverted heart devises evil, continually sowing discord; 

Proverbs 6:16-19 There are six things that the Lord hates, seven that are an abomination to him… 

And do you know what the capstone of those seven things that the Lord hates is? It’s one who sows discord among the brothers. God says, “I hate that when that happens!” So God ties our worship of Him to our commitment of healthy relationships in community with each other. There is no value to our worship of God vertically if we cause a break in our relationships with one another horizontally. That’s how important this is!   

Please brothers and sisters, I appeal to you by the mercies of God to see that your specific, individual role and responsibility to grow unity in your own local church is central. It’s essential to your life of worship. A relationally unified community is not a nice add-on in our walk with God, but it’s foundational, it’s fundamental to it. The Christian life is not “Me and God.” We can’t say, “God and me are really tight with each other. We talk every day. I listen to Him and I’m really worshiping Him, and that’s all that matters.” The Christian can’t say that. God doesn’t allow it! The Christian life is also “Us and God.” When we think of our own personal relationship with God, we naturally grow out of this inward, just individual focus, to thinking of our brothers and sisters with whom God has placed us in a spiritual family. And so God says that when we think of our worship of God, consider your brothers and sisters, how you are building one another up to this mature faith, to a living and holy temple where God is worshiped, where Christ is exalted. 

I love Psalm 133! It’s a psalm that emphasizes unity among God’s people. And this is what it says:  

Psalm 133:1 Behold, how good and pleasant it is when brothers dwell in unity! 

Take the time and think about this because we often don’t think about this enough. And then at the end of that psalm, this is what God says. 

Psalm 133:3 …For there the Lord has commanded the blessing, life forevermore. 

Now that is a remarkable statement that David makes. There, in that place, the Lord commands His blessing to flow to His people. Now where is “there”? Because wherever “there” is, that’s where I want to be. I want God to command His blessing upon my life. And God tells us the place where He commands His blessing. I want to be there! Well, where is that? It’s the place where brothers dwell together in unity. And so if we want this to be a place where God commands His blessing, we say, “I care that we are dwelling, we’re living with one another in community, and we’re living in unity. We’re living in love and harmony with one another.” Let me use a human illustration to help us see how important that is and how we ought to be excited and how we ought to be zealous about pursuing a place where God commands His blessing.  

Imagine you go to work tomorrow morning and your employer says, “We’ve had a great year! And we’ve had such a great year that we want to bless all our employees. We’re going to hand out everybody a bonus check for $10,000. And tomorrow we’ve established the place where we’re going to hand that out as the Grand Prairie Mall. Go to the Grand Prairie Mall on Tuesday morning, and you’ll receive a $10,000 bonus check.” You might say, “Well, why the Grand Prairie Mall?” They say, “It’s just the place where we are going to command our blessing.” They say, “If you’re not there when we hand out the bonus checks, there’s no other place where you’re going to receive it. This is the place. This is the time. Get there!” What do you suppose you’re going to do on Tuesday morning? You’re going to go. You’re going to make sure you are in the place where those checks are being handed out because you care about blessing. 

And God says, “How good and pleasant it is when brothers dwell together in unity because there, in that place, the Lord commands His blessing.” And this is not just the blessing of a $10,000 check that is going to be here and then is going to (poof!) be gone. This is what God says is life evermore. That’s what it says in Psalm 133. This is real blessing, so get in that place. The place where we are dwelling then together is not filled with that place. We all need to ask ourselves, “How can we make it that place?” because I need blessing. We need blessing. So here’s the principle. When deep, loving relationships fill a church, God commands blessings to be poured out upon that church, upon each individual in that church! God smiles upon us when we live in healthy community with one another. 

So now we open up our Bibles to Romans chapter 14. God gives us a simple yet fruitful way that we can be involved in strengthening unity in our own church. And here’s the central idea that’s going to appear in this chapter. It is that God calls us to go out of your way to welcome one another in love without letting disputable matters get in your way. So go out of your way to welcome one another and don’t let differing opinions that you all may have with each other, to get in the way. That’s the message. 

Now first, Paul communicates the problem that the members in the church in Rome were having, that was keeping them from being a place where community and healthy relationships were growing. Instead, it was being a place where there were cracks of division and relationships were being broken. What’s the problem? What was happening?

The Problem: Passing judgment in the church over disputable matters.  

1 As for the one who is weak in faith, welcome him, but not to quarrel over opinions.

Let me read the New International Version. 

Romans 14:1 (NIV) Accept him whose faith is weak, without passing judgment on disputable matters. 

Let me read you the Holman Christian Standard Bible. 

Romans 14:1 (HCSB) Accept anyone who is weak in faith, but don’t argue about doubtful issues. 

So various translations say the problem is differing opinions. It is disputable matters. It is doubtful issues. The members of the church at Rome were rightly asking the question, “How do we apply the Gospel of God to our daily life?” That’s a great question! It’s a necessary question. But as they were answering that question, there were groups that were forming that had conflicting answers regarding those applications. Every one of them wanted to do God’s will. They wanted to worship God. But as they applied the Scriptures to life, they were attaching strong emotions to their own applications. And they felt that the applications that they themselves were making were so true and so right, that those applications they were making should be universal to everyone in the church. So when different believers were applying the Gospel in different ways, their emotions began to grind against each other. They began to look at each other with suspicion and even cast criticism, indeed, even slander against one another. The emotions ran so strong that fellowship was broken and they couldn’t even talk about these issues without breaking out into an argument.    

The members of this church framed their own situation in their minds this way. They thought to themselves, “I can’t believe that any Christian would see a different application than the one that I am making! I am so disturbed that the other group doesn’t see the error in their application. I need to distance myself from those who disagree. If I have an ABC teacher that disagrees with me with this application, I’m out of there! I am not going to go back to that ABC class. In fact, if I have to leave this whole church assembly, if I have to leave this local fellowship, I’ll break fellowship. I’m out of there! This is so central to the worship of God. And I’m doing it because I love God and I love His Gospel so much.”      

Paul says, “That’s wrong! That is wrong at the very deepest level. And I am calling you to stop it! Stop quarreling. Stop disputing. Stop arguing. Stop despising one another. And I’m urging you in view of God’s mercy, to welcome one another, especially those who have different opinions of the application of the Gospel.” Paul then describes these disagreements in the Roman church over what he calls “disputable matters” or “doubtful issues.” And he gets specific. 

2 One person believes he may eat anything, while the weak person eats only vegetables. 3 Let not the one who eats despise the one who abstains, and let not the one who abstains pass judgment on the one who eats, for God has welcomed him. 

So as the people were seeking to make right application to the Gospel, there was one group who said, “Well, we think a right application of the Gospel, the best way we can worship God is to restrict our diet to vegetables.” Now, we’re not told their rationale. We’re not told the Scripture verses. I’m sure they had them. And we’re not told that it was wrong for them to do that. But they just felt this is the application of the Gospel. Other people in the church thought, “In Christ, we’re free! We can eat anything. God made all these things. We can eat every food to the glory of God.” 

Notice what Paul did not do. Paul did not enter into this dispute and say, “Well, let me tell you my opinion about who is right and who is wrong.” I’m sure Paul had an opinion. I do! But Paul didn’t say that, because that’s not the problem. The problem was not to help them discover who is right and who is wrong. The problem is that all of them are wrong because they have broken love in the church. And that’s the thing that is going to kill that church. This circumstance only brought about a context in which what was really in their hearts was exposed. And so Paul doesn’t even deal with the issue of diet. He doesn’t say one word about who is right and who is wrong. But what he says is, “You gotta stop quarreling over these matters. And you gotta start welcoming each other, embracing one another even though there’s these conflicts. Then he says the second area that disrupted the fellowship of the church. 

5 One person esteems one day as better than another, while another esteems all days alike. Each one should be fully convinced in his own mind. 

So another disputable matter was over how the Sabbath and other religious holidays should be observed. It seems some in the church believed that having special religious observances on these days was really important, while others said, “God made every day and every day is a day of worship. So there shouldn’t be one day that is more sacred than the next day.” And again, both of these groups were seeking to apply the Gospel in their life. Each felt that their view was the will of God, not just for them, but for everyone in the body of Christ. So a fighting spirit began to grow over these matters, flowing into the church.      

10 Why do you pass judgment on your brother? Or you, why do you despise your brother?  

All the members were thinking, “We’re doing God’s will. And that other group over there, they’re not doing God’s will. We have to fight against our own brothers and sisters about these matters. The purity of the church is at stake! We need to be a pure church; an obedient church!” Paul says, “No. You’re wrong. The purity of the church is not threatened by those folks over there who have different opinions about the application of the Gospel. The purity of the church is threatened by your attitudes of judgment, of a critical spirit, and of hostility towards your brothers and sisters as a result of this disagreement.” That’s what threatens a church, and that’s what Paul parks on. 

Now, from 2000 years of distance, this kind of animosity in the church over these two applications may seem silly to us. It may seem to not connect to where we live today. But please know that this kind of friction, though the specifics differ today, this kind of friction is a very present danger to us in our fellowship at Bethany. I hope to spark your Gospel thinking this morning by talking about some 21st Century disputable matters. I realize there is a great danger in this. It is possible that everyone will leave here a bit offended. So I want you to hold on to the arm of your chair just a little bit and ask God to help you think through what the Scriptures say. 

You know, it’s easy for us to say, “Those silly Roman church members! They’re arguing over whether you should eat only vegetables or not. Can you imagine that? That is trivial. That’s senseless. I would never be involved in that kind of dispute!” However, over very similar disputable matters, our own emotions often get charged up and we are very tempted to drive ourselves right into the very same attitudes. 

So let’s begin by taking a big picture look at a healthy process whereby we Christians think through the Gospel and think through its applications for our life. It’s important for us to do this. James tells us we’re not to be hearers only of the Word, but we’re also to be doers and we need to make application. And Paul doesn’t fault any group for making applications of the Gospel. But let’s think through a healthy process where we as believers discover applications. 

We begin with God’s Word. We begin with God’s revelation. God reveals Himself and His will to us in a Book. And thank God He did! What a treasure His Book is! He says, “This is My will. This is who I am. This is what I’ve done. This is who I want you to be. This is how I want you to live.” This Book is a revelation from God. God inspired human authors in such a way that they were borne along so that what they wrote, though they wrote through their own experiences, their own personalities…what they wrote, the end product, was the perfect, pure Word of God. So it’s 100% error free. It is absolutely authoritative. As Christians who say, “Jesus is Lord,” we read this Book and we must bow to the truth of this Book. We bow to its doctrine. We bow to its applications and to its correction. There is no room for Christians to disagree with this Book, with God’s revelation. 

When God’s Word is rejected, division in the church is necessary. It is right for us to say that, “We must break fellowship against anything or anyone that would deny the full authority of God’s revelation.” This is the revelation upon which we stand, upon which we build our lives, upon which we build our church. It is the foundation of the Apostles and Prophets. So if anyone in the church rejects God’s Word in doctrine or life practice, he or she should be warned. And then if continuing in that rejection, they should be excluded from the fellowship. That’s what God’s Word says. That’s how authoritative God’s revelation is. But we read God’s Word and then we must go through another process to make application. 

The next process is, we’re looking to define eternal principles. So we read God’s Word, and from a single statement of God’s Word, we might have a number of eternal principles that we would discover. Eternal principles are broad, general statements that flow from a believer’s understanding of God’s revelation. They are righteous attempts to develop values, to develop doctrine, to develop practices based upon God’s Word. The eternal principles that believers draw from Scripture are not entirely authoritative. Why not? Because they flow through a filter, and that filter is me and you. And guess what is not absolutely pure? Guess what is not absolutely error free? It’s our filter. It’s our rationale. We think we’re thinking absolutely logically and rationally, but oftentimes, we’re not. Oftentimes, our minds are dark. And so we have to be careful. 

This is not to say there are no eternal principles that are absolute. It’s just that when we look at the eternal principles we say, “I want to make sure that I attach eternal principles to revelation and that there is a one-to-one relationship. When there’s not, then I’m starting to lose my grip on its absolute authoritative provision for me. So where there is not absolute biblical clarity, and where groups of Christians disagree with one another regarding eternal principles, we should avoid making absolute statements.  

Then there’s one more process. So there’s a legitimate disagreement that can happen on this eternal principle aspect. But then there’s one more process. And that process is working from eternal principles to practical life applications. Practical life applications are very specific commitments of behavior and attitudes that flow from God’s revelation to eternal principles, and ultimately to life application. These practical applications are not all universally authoritative, again, since they flow from our flawed minds and hearts. They’re necessary! We must make application of the Gospel, but we’re careful. We’re careful not to make every one of our applications a universal principle for all the church. Some applications are clearly universal principles because they’re so clearly tied to God’s Word. But many of them are not.   


[image: ]


Let me use an illustration. Imagine you’re reading through Matthew, and you come to Matthew 4:4. And in there, Jesus quotes the Old Testament.  
	
Matthew 4:4 But he answered, “It is written, ‘Man shall not live by bread alone, but by every word that comes from the mouth of God.’

That’s God’s revelation. Man will not live by bread alone. Man does live by every word that proceeds from the mouth of God. That is absolutely 100% true and authoritative for our life. We say, “Okay. I’m going to listen to that revelation, but then I’m going to make an eternal principle from that.” 

So I might say as an eternal principle that I would make, “The health of our souls depends upon our daily intake of God’s Word by faith.” Does that sound like a legitimate eternal principle to draw? The only thing that’s not absolutely connected to that revelation is the word “daily.” You have to be careful there. I would still put it in there because I think it’s true. But God’s eternal principle that I would draw is: The health of our soul depends upon our daily intake of God’s Word by faith. You say, “Well, that’s still pretty kind of general and broad. What do I do tomorrow as a result of that principle?” 

Then I might make application. There might be dozens of applications. Let’s say one of them is: As a healthy worshiper of Jesus, I need to spend at least 20 minutes in God’s Word before I start any other responsibility that day. So before I go to work, before I go to school, before I clean the house, before I make breakfast, I need to spend at least 20 minutes in God’s Word in order to have a healthy soul. Is that a decent application? I think it’s legitimate until I make it universal. 

So let’s say that I’ve been applying that for 5 years and that principle has been one of the most blessed, joyful applications of my entire life. It changed my life because I spend 20 minutes before I do anything else, in the morning. And so I’m excited and I come and talk to you about it. I say, “Let me tell you about something that changed my life. Every morning, before I do anything else, before I eat breakfast, before I do any other responsibility, I spend 20 minutes in God’s Word. Look at Matthew 4:4. It says, “Man shall not live by bread alone, but by every word that comes from the mouth of God.” You look at me and say, “That’s great, pastor! You know, one of the things I do, I don’t spend time in the morning because I’m not a morning person. I spend time in God’s Word in the evening.” And then you kind of brush me off and walk away. 

And I think, “Well, that person really doesn’t love the Lord like I love the Lord. What in the world is going on in their life? They need to spend time in the morning before they do anything else because that’s how it worked with me.” And then I start talking to other people in the church about that. I say, “You know, you’re a morning person. Do you spend time…? “Yeah! I spend time.” “Well, this person over here doesn’t spend time in the morning. Can you believe that?” “No, I can’t believe that. Every good Christian, every healthy Christian spends time in the morning before they do anything else, in the Bible.” 

And that person then comes to church and says, “Can you believe that pastor told me I need to spend time in the morning. I do it at night. Do you do it at night?” “Yeah! I’m a night person, too. This is how it blesses me.” “Can you believe that they’re demanding that I spend time in the morning?” And we’re talking about each other and arguing about it. That’s what’s happening! 

We take our own application that becomes emotionally fruitful, joyful, beneficial to us, and we universalize that. “This is the way every Christian should be.” So here are these poor souls, and they say, “Man! Since we’ve been eating vegetables, it’s really set a fire to our worship of God.” And these other people are saying, “Man! Our freedom in Christ…We used to have these dietary restrictions. We don’t have to do any of that anymore. We can just give thanks to God and we can have all these foods. Isn’t that great?!” And they’re quarreling over applications of God’s Word because they want to demand that every other believer apply God’s Word exactly the same way. Here’s the principle. The value of an application of Scripture is not tied to our emotional belief in it nor to our valuable experience with it. The value, you might say, the authority of an application is tied to its clear and eternal connection to God’s revelation. 

So do we have any disputable applications of Scripture by sincere, devoted followers of Jesus, today? The answer is, Yes! I came up with a list of 23. I’m not going to talk about them, but I am going to mention them. This is where I’m going to ask you to hold on to the arm of your chair a little bit. You might be going along and saying, “Yeah! That’s one, that’s one…Oh no! That’s not disputable!” (Laughter) Now as I list these, I’m not saying that anything in any of these should be authoritative or that the Bible says something absolute about. I’m saying the whole discussion often is fraught with legitimate differences of application. So let me just list a few.

1. Music styles in church. Can you believe I’d bring that up first as we’re looking for a music minister? Are choirs helpful to corporate worship, or are they a distraction? Should we put new music to old hymns, or should we keep the good old music the same? Should we use musical instruments at all? What about volume? How loud should the music be in church? 

2. Special celebrations of special days—Easter, Christmas, and October 31st, which some people call “Halloween,” but I call “Reformation Day.” Should we hunt for Easter eggs? Should we put costumes on our children and go to neighbors’ houses for candy? Should we put money under children’s pillows when they lose a tooth?

3. What about church clothes? Should we be super casual? Or should we be business casual? Or should we be pretty formal in order to honor the Lord? “After all, the Lord is worth our best!” 

4. And then there’s the issue of tattoos. To ink or not to ink? That is the question! (Laughter!)

5. Modesty of dress. What is modest? What is immodest? Who measures? 

6. Then there’s the buying of stuff and saving of money. When are we materialistic and when are we hoarding? Is it lawful for a Christian to have luxury houses, luxury cars and luxury clothes? And who defines luxury?

7. Then there’s the Lord’s Supper. Should women serve the bread and the cup? Do we use gluten-free bread? Do we use real wine or grape juice?  

8. Then there are entertainments of all kinds. Should we as Christians have cable TV? Should we listen to country music? What about hip hop, or rap, or rock? 

9. Dancing. Should we participate in dances? If we do, should we host dances in the church? 

10. Dating. Do we believe in courting? Or do we think that dating is fine? Do we believe in arranged marriages? Amen! (Laughter!) 

11. What about schooling for our children? Do we home school? Do we Christian school? Do we public school? 

12. What about drinking alcohol. Is it okay to have alcohol in moderation or should believers abstain from all of it?

13. What about women’s role in the home and the church? Is it okay for a woman to be an usher in the church or to baptize new converts or to be a leader over a ministry team? 

14. Should mom lead in family devotions occasionally? And perhaps the most difficult question: Should mom cook on the grill? (Laughter!) 

15. What about Yoga and Tai Kwon Do and Martial Arts? 

16. What about smoking pipes, cigars, vaping, cigarettes? Is it cool or uncool for a Christian to light up a stogie on occasion?

17. What about boxing, football, and worst of all, rugby? (Laughter!) My son plays rugby. I don’t think that’s a disputable matter. (Laughter!) Should a Christian participate in violent sports?     

18. What about economic theories? Is it sinfully foolish to be a socialist? Is it greedy to be a free market capitalist? 

19. Gun ownership. 

20. Healthy eating. Are donuts so unhealthy that Christians should avoid them altogether? And what if they’re from Carl’s in East Peoria? (Laughter!) It’s just not fair! 

21. What about voting and politics? Is it dishonoring to God to vote for a candidate who is morally flawed? 

22. What about gambling? Should a Christian play golf for $1 a hole?

23. What about child rearing and discipline? To spank or not to spank? Should a parent count to 3 before disciplining their child, or is that sinful?

Now hear me carefully! I have opinions on every one of these topics and I believe my opinions are biblically informed. I have strong opinions on some of them. I think it’s healthy for Christians, in love, to get together with an open Bible and say, “Hey! Let’s talk. I know you disagree with me, but let’s talk through the Scriptures together. I won’t hate you. You won’t hate me. We’ll learn from each other.” How about that? I think that’s a really, really healthy practice for us to engage in. 

I also know that not all applications of these topics are disputable. In other words, God does have some clarity of doctrine, clarity of life application. But I also know there’s a problem. We have to be really careful not to make our application of the Gospel universal for everyone. Our pride will lead us to overconfidence in our own logic, our own rationale from God’s revelation to life. That’s what was happening here. And I know that God grieves when we hold judgmental and divisive attitudes against brothers and sisters who make contrasting applications in disputable areas. I know God grieves over that. 

So what’s the command? We’re going to talk more about this next week, as well as the rationale. But in short, the command is that we would 

The Command: Welcome one another in the community of the church.  

1 As for the one who is weak in faith, welcome him, but not to quarrel over opinions.             

That word “welcome” is this really strong, warm, personal command. It’s not simply a call for us to say, “Okay, I’ll shake hands with you,” and offer some kind of acknowledgement or some kind of greeting. This is not a greeting into a place. This is a welcome into a personal relationship that Paul is asking us to make. So look around at especially the people that you would naturally distance yourself from as a result of differing opinions and say, “I want to make a special attempt and earnest effort to welcome, draw them into my life. I want to open up my life to them in a way that we can actually be in genuine, authentic fellowship and relationship with one another where we grow and build up one another in the faith. We value one another. We esteem one another. We respect one another.” 

You remember there was a slave by the name of Onesimus who ran away from his owner, master, Philemon. Onesimus had become a Christian after he ran away. He ran to Paul and Paul discipled him. And he became aware that “It’s still wrong for me to not return. I need to return to Philemon.” Philemon is a Christian who Paul knows. But Onesimus and Paul were concerned with, how will Philemon receive him back when he comes back? And that’s what the letter of Philemon is all about. It’s Paul appealing to Philemon to receive Onesimus. Let me just read a section of it.    

Philemon 1:15-18 For this perhaps is why he was parted from you for a while, that you might have him back forever, no longer as a bondservant but more than a bondservant, as a beloved brother—especially to me, but how much more to you, both in the flesh and in the Lord. So if you consider me your partner, receive him as you would receive me. If he has wronged you at all, or owes you anything, charge that to my account. 

Paul is saying God is sovereign. He had ordained that Onesimus would become a Christian and it was as a result of his running away that he heard the Gospel. Philemon is not going to just have him back for the short time we live in this life, but now he is a brother forever. Paul says, “I think he’s going to become this to you. You’re going to realize this when you fellowship with him.” That word “receive him” is the same word Paul uses in Romans 14 when he says “welcome.” He’s saying “Welcome him like you’d welcome me. I know, Philemon, if I knocked on the door of your house today, you would embrace me. You would welcome me into your home. You would provide a meal for me. We’d have a long conversation together. Do that for Onesimus.” And here in Romans 14 he says do that for one another.     

He doesn’t say, “Welcome them if they come around to your opinion.” Or “Welcome them so that you can argue them to your point of view.” He says simply, “Welcome those who disagree. Communicate your value to them. Let them know that your heart is open to fellowship with them.” So here are the questions.
 
Can a liberal socialist esteem the brother who is a free market capitalist? That’s the question today. Can the believer who thinks the choir is central to church life warmly embrace the believer who thinks the choir is a distraction from worship? Can we do that? That’s a real question for Bethany because I know that there are folks in our own church who have both of those opinions. And what do we do? Do we point fingers and say, “Well, there are the people who are against the choir.” Or, “There are the people who just want to sing in front of people.” What do we do? Or do we say, “We’re the Body of Christ. Ultimately, that question doesn’t matter at all. What matters is that we love each other, that we esteem each other, we welcome each other. That’s what matters. That’s how God is worshiped.” And then we’re able to have a conversation together and we’re able to esteem one another’s thoughts more highly than our own. And the Spirit of God descends upon this place. And there where brothers dwell together in unity, God commands the blessing. That’s what we believe as a church. 

The unity of the church is far more connected to our ability to glorify God than our application of any disputable matter. This is not a call to wishy-washy Christianity. It is a call to gather around God’s Word together, to submit to the Lordship of Jesus together, and to esteem one another as we seek Him. So what do we do? Here’s some applications that I would encourage you toward. 

1. Put on the Lord Jesus Christ and make no provision for the flesh and for pride. 

So in our Bible’s we have verses and we have chapter breaks. That’s not the way Paul wrote it. In Romans 13:14 he says

Romans 13:14 But put on the Lord Jesus Christ, and make no provision for the flesh, to gratify its desires.  

And welcome those who disagree with you over these applications. So it just flows, one right into the other. So if we’re just simply putting on Jesus so that we are acting as Jesus, we are speaking as Jesus, we are thinking as Jesus with one another, that’s where we become worshipers. And don’t make any provision for the flesh. If there’s some gossip, if there’s some internal conversation that you have with yourself that starts to disrespect, starts to create hostility in your heart or in your mind toward another believer, don’t make any provision for it. Do something to cut that thing off from any life. So put on the Lord Jesus Christ and make no provision for the flesh. 

2.  Value the communion of the saints in your own church. 

Say, “This is a value of mine. It’s not just a value of the pastors. It’s my value. I’m going to seek active ways where I worship the Lord because I’m a worshiper. I want God to have my whole body. I present my body to Him as a living sacrifice. So I’m going to seek ways to strengthen love and unity in the midst of the local church where God has placed me. 

3. Ask ourselves these questions: 

Have I judged other believers based upon my own applications of God’s Word? Have I done that? If I have, I need to confess it. 

Is our church less unified because of my personal preferences? If it is, then I really need to confess that. I’m destroying God’s work. 

Am I willing to set aside my own emotions for the sake of love in God’s family? That’s hard. I know it’s hard. We need the Spirit of God to strengthen us. But am I willing? 

4. Find specific ways to obey God’s command for us to “welcome one another.”

There are hundreds and thousands of ways that we can welcome one another, but let’s ask the Lord, “What ones would You have me to apply?”  

Psalm 133:1, 3 Behold, how good and pleasant it is when brothers dwell in unity!...For there the Lord has commanded the blessing, life forevermore.
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