CHURCH IMPROVEMENT: BUILDING A CHURCH
THAT HONORS GOD AND LOVES PEOPLE BY
ACCEPTING ONE ANOTHER
Romans 15: 1-7

Please review this week’s catechism question.
INTRODUCTION

In your experience what have been the factorshianag kept groups you
have belonged to from experiencing unity and cadexita? When have
you most felt like a particular group of which yoere a part was truly
united?

Jesus prayed in John 17 that we, as his churchdveaperience the
same level of unity that he and the Father expeeiémthe Trinity. The
fact that Jesus asked his Father for this meaas things. First, it is
God's will that each local church experience thigyuthat exists within
the Trinity. Second, the Father is actively wodklyy the Spirit in
response to the prayer of the Son to create thigt ubhird,
experiencing that unity is not natural but superradt In other words,
left to ourselves we will be disunited, not united.

One of the ways that the Father is working to edaat unity is through
giving us instructions in his word. Our passagajois explicitly given
to overcome perhaps one of the biggest barrieusity, the differences
and disagreements that exist among us. The uhtheahurch is not a
unity that is based upon shared sociological, ipalitracial, economic
or lifestyle characteristics. The unity of the adtuis_in spite othe vast
differences that exist among us in these and mtrer categories. The
good news is that God is fully aware that the chusamade up of
people who disagree with each other and differ foora another in a
whole host of ways. Yet the Bible does not thimktithese differences
need to result in division within the church. Wavé in Romans 14:1-
15:13 a thorough discussion of how it is that wewliffer from one
another on significant issues can still be unitethe church. Today we
are only going to examine what Paul says in 15:1¥& are going to
see four reasons why it is that the church is ta pkace of unity where
differences don'’t divide.

STUDY

1. Inv. 1 Paul refers to two groups of people in¢harch, the “strong”
and the “weak”. He defines these two groups irptdral4. Read 14:
1-2, 5-6, 14, 19-20 & 23. How does Paul descrigiaie the “strong”
and the “weak”?

First, the weak are those who are “weak in faitiThis doesn’t mean
they are young Christians or that they can’t trGstd with their
finances or some other part of their life. Rathbgir weakness is that
they are convinced that it matters to God whetheyteat meat or not,
drink wine or not and worship God on Saturday. Sehtweak in faith”
were not saying that eating meat would send ydetb They weren't
saying that only vegetarians go to heaven. If thate the case Paul
would tell them they are not Christians as he dod3alatians 1: 6-9,
2:15-16 and 3: 1-5. The weak believe that to lieitaful Christian you
will not eat meat, not drink wine and worship Gaod®aturday. If a
person who was “weak in faith” were to eat meatythelieved they
would be sinning. That is the critical point inderstanding the
difference between the strong and the weak. Thé& velieve that
eating meat, drinking wine or working on Saturdaguld be sin for
them. The weak are convinced that God condemimgyeatat,
drinking wine and working on the Sabbath.

Now the strong are those whose faith allows theeate@verything, to
drink wine and to worship God on any or every dag o work on any
and every day. They know that whether they eat,rdaak wine or
work on the Sabbath, or not is a matter of inddfeze to God. They
know that eating meat, drinking wine and workingtoa Sabbath is not
a sin. They know that God has not given any cordseggarding
these issues and so they are free to either eaddrink or not or
choose which day to worship on.

2. What are some modern examples of “strong faith*weak faith”?

There are scores of issues Christians disagree tbai the Bible does
not condemn or approve. These issues usually eui@stroying the
unity of the church and the beauty of Christiaratieinships. All of us
have a tendency to view our position as the godiler more mature
position. Here are three modern issues and tHergifit positions that



Paul would label as being “weak in faith”. Many @$tians think it is
sinful to send your children to public schools.eY¥lbelieve that sending
your children to Christian schools or home schoglare the only two
options open to “godly” parents. For them to sehdir children to
public schools would be sin, a violation of theanscience. Other
Christians believe that it is sinful to isolate yahildren from the
broader culture. They are convinced we have aagesibility to live in
the world in order to be salt and light in that viehr Not participating
in public education is forsaking our God-given resgibility to
influence our culture and other individuals for @&tr For them not
sending their children to public school would bsim Paul would
identify both of these positions as the resultad “weak” in faith.
He would argue that whenever you attach the wosdsftil” or

“godly” to lifestyle preferences that are not clédacommanded or
forbidden in the Scriptures, then you are actingpas who is “weak”
in the faith. There are Christians who believe it is sinful amdgjodly to
use birth control. Other Christians believe isigful and ungodly to
bring more children into a world that is alreadyaspopulated. There
are Christians who believe that no godly personld@ver be a
Democrat and other Christians who believe that andlg person could
ever be a Republican. Again, Paul would identifpfthese positions
as the result of weakness in faith.

NOTE: Itis possible that some will argue thatasipion | have called
“weak” is not a matter of indifference but actuall/sinful. The
guestion that must be answered is this: If a @sifeg Christian
practices what is forbidden by God and does noéngjbut continues in
this sin, will he or she go to heaven? Accordimg tlohn 2:4-6 those
who say they are followers of Jesus but don’t datwle says are liars.
Therefore, if it is always sinful to send you chiddpublic school (as an
example) then those who do so and yet claim tohbistians are liars
and will go to hell.

3. Does it seem possible to you that people who desagbout these
sorts of things can live together in unity? Whyadry not?

4. Paul is speaking to the “strong” in vv. 1-2. Whyedde talk to them
and not the weak? Compare with 14: 13, 15 & 19-21.

He addresses the strong because they can adjusb#teavior without
“stumbling”, “falling” or “condemning” themselves. The weak cannot
do other than they are doing as to do differenthuld be to sin because
that is what they are convinced eating meat, drigkiine or not
worshipping on the prescribed day would mean fenth The strong
can either eat meat or not eat meat, drink wineatrdrink wine,
worship on Saturday or not worship on Saturdayeyréare free to
change their behavior to accommodate their “weaklaréthers and so
promote the peace and unity of the body of Chwisgreas the “weak”
cannot do so without sinning.

5. What are the “weaknesses of the weak” (NIV= “fabrof the
weak”)?

The weaknesses of the weak refers to their ingbdithange their
behavior without sinning. They cannot do othenttizey are doing
because for them to eat meat is a sin. They caegard every day
alike, they must worship on the Sabbath and onrdtiady” days or
they will be sinning against God. They cannotkifnne because if
they were to do so they would be sinning.

6. What does it mean and not mean for the “strongbéar the failings
of the weak”, to “not please themselves”, to “pedwir (weak)
neighbor for his good to build him up™?

The strong have to be careful not to say or dolangtthat will put
pressure on the weak to violate their consciernideere is a level of
patience and considerateness that the strong nxastise in order to
not harm the weak. The strong are not free to lsirapjoy the liberty of
the gospel, that is to please themselves. Theyewakiate what they
do and say in view of the fact that their “weak’obiners and sisters are
nearby. They are continually seeking to use tliegdom to help their
weak brothers and sisters. Paul is not telling sheng to simply
tolerate the weak. Neither is he telling them thaty can just ignore
them. He wants the strong to get involved in itheslof the weak to
help them because they love them. He wants theot toerely look
out for their own interests but also to look outttee good of the weak.
He doesn’t want them to act in a condescendinglwyo work for
their good so that they will be built up in thetlfai



It is quite clear that Paul agrees with those whg that eating meat,
drinking wine and working on the Sabbath is a mraifendifference to
God. He does think that the weak are wrong inrthiews. You can
see thisin 14:14, 17 and in 15:1 when he inclddesself among the
strong. He is requiring the strong to get involvedhe lives of the
weak so that the whole church will grow up in thighf He wants them
to aim at the good of the weak, which is that theyld grow in their
faith. However, the strong must not do this iraamgant,
condescending way. They must not flaunt theidiveein such a way
that the weak feel pressured into eating meattien they would be
sinning. The strong by their patient love are étpithe weak by making
sure their weak conscience is not harmed and bygusieir influence to
help the weak become strong.

Those who know that the church is united not bgramon sociology
but by a common theology live gently with those want to make
sociological choices the organizing principle o tthurch. The strong
patiently endure the insistence of the weak thdaiechoices are
godlier than others. They refuse to make a bid detiof what others
consider a big deal. They are not condescenditgdspectful of the
views of the weak.

NOTE: According to 14: 16-18, Paul tells the sgdn make sure that
the weak are not permitted to teach their lifespreferences as God’s
preferences. Bearing with the weaknesses of th& dees not mean
permitting the person who believes that it's ateieat meat to teach
the entire church that eating meat is a sin forrg\¥@hristian. Rather
bearing with the weak has to do with not puttinggsure on the weak
to do what would be sin for them to do, which resggithat the strong
often limit their liberty.

The church is to be a place of unity where differeces don't divide
because love is our rule.

7. Why do the strong bear with the weaknesses of #akwnd seek to
please the weak, according to v.3?

The reason the strong live like this is becauseithhow Jesus lived.
Jesus laid aside his right to have a happy lifeehdre chose a life of
suffering and so that is what the strong chooddeaf suffering love.

8. How does the example of Jesus both motivate anu@xg the life
that the strong, that every maturing Christian ntiustin relation to
other Christians? Paul quotes a portion of Ps&no6nake his point.
Read Psalm 69: 6-9 to see Christ’'s motive and ndetho

The great passion of his life is to see the nanteaof magnified in the world.
However, he lives in a world that doesn’t like Gadtlis a world that does not
believe that all goodness, life, and happinessfanad in God alone.
Therefore, Paul says Jesus came into the world tighradical agenda: Hope
in God alone The world heaped its abuse on him, it hatediasdlted him
and finally crucified him because it hates God.t e suffering that passion
for God brought to him did not deter him from hisitse because, “zeal for
God'’s house consumed him”. Jesus was insultedusecaf his devotion to
God, not his devotion to any political cause cedifyle preference.

Maturing Christians have the same zeal that Jesws tihe glory of5od. Itis
the consuming desire of maturing Christians thatdgheatness and goodness
of God be seen and felt by all. He or she knoaws®@od is most glorified
when people are most satisfied with Him. So, ey to help people to
discover what a treasure God is. They do not belibat the greatest source
of joy in life is to have others agree with themesrry lifestyle choice but to
find Jesus to be the satisfaction of their sobature Christians, while they
must make choices about how to live do not malsetli@style choices the
center of their lives. Our lives are to be orgatizaround the sufficiency and
greatness of God, not the greatness of our lifestigbices. We are zealous for
the worship of God, not zealous for home schoaimiighting global
warming or our right to drink wine or electing ptidians from one party or
another.

What is shocking about this verse is that Paul ésgithe suffering Jesus
endured for the sake of God with the suffering thatstrong must endure
when they do not please themselves but seek teeptliea weak. In other
words, Paul equates Jesus’ suffering the abuseodfsZenemies with the
suffering that we must endure if we are going telother ChristiansHe is
not saying that the weak are the same as thosehateoGod. He is saying
that if you are going to love other Christians fbe sake of God, then you are
going to suffer hardship. You will not be abldreely live your life as you
want. You will have to deny yourself legitimategsiures. You will be
misunderstood and probably insulted. The unitshefchurch and the growth
of the church in faith requiréhat at least some of us suffer the loss of egarthl
pleasures and gladly endure mistreatment by othgis@ans so that the
whole church grows to love Jesus more.




9. What are some ways you are suffering hardship lsecaou are
engaged in pleasing others? Is there any suffémiggur life due to
your commitment to love another Christian?

The church is to be a place of unity where differeces don't divide
because Christ is our example.

10. What does v. 4 tell us about the purpose of théeBibour lives?

Paul has quoted the OT in order to encourage thengtto bear with the
failings of the weak to endure the suffering ofrigthe weak. This verse
gives the general principle that God’s word is gite us for the purpose of
filling us with hope so that we will endure. ThelBwas written to teach us
about God and how he saves his people. This itgtrugives endurance and
encouragement to us so we find our hope to be th&al not in ourselves or
our abilities to find happiness in this world. Tierd of God causes us to
hope in a future world. We do not expect to billed here because this isn’'t
home. We're on our way to our home and when wéhgee it will be better
than anything we can imagine here. Therefore, avedeny ourselves
legitimate pleasures here and work for the goothefirritating people who
make up the church.

11. Why does Paul feel the need to tell us this atghist in his
argument?

He knows that all of us have opinions about thithgé God is not really all
that concerned about. He also knows our tendemystify our own position
by trying to get God on our side. For a Christidime way you get God’s

endorsement of your particular lifestyle is to lideato show the Bible says so.

He has just told us that mature Christians arenterested in winning
arguments but are passionate, like Jesus, for iy @f God in the salvation
of his people. He has just quotid® OT to support his position. In doing so
he has not only shown us the why and how of lifonghe good of others but
he has also shown us how God intends for his wolitused. His word is to
be used to point people to a greater hope than whatworld offers; not to
win arguments about issues that don't matter.

Now, a mature Christian in his or her desire tolduip another Christian will
use the Bible to confront a sinful behavior or girthinking. But this kind of
careful and compassionate instruction is a far fcom petty bickering about
issues that are not central to Christian doctrimeldiving. You can know if
you are misusing the Bible by what your intentenAre you trying to win an

argument or are you trying to win a soul? Are yotng to justify your
lifestyle choices or are you trying to increaseyfsiend’s hope that to have
heaven is far greater than to have the passingsuiess of sin in this life?

The church is to be a place of unity where differeces don't divide
because God’s word is our hope.

12. In v. 5 Paul prays just like Jesus prays in Johfolthe unity of
this local church. According to vv. 6-7 why doematter if the church
is united, if we accept one another?

The glory of God and of the gospel of Christ is nifigd when God’s people
are united in spite of their differences. Whenpgbdeavho are vastly different
from one another and who do not agree about eviastyle choice gladly
worship Christ together and accept one anotherdily explanation is the
power of God’s love at work in the world.

13. What then is the ultimate motive for why the strdoegr with the
weaknesses of the weak and all of us accept orntberas Christ
accepted us?

We are so taken up with the glory of God and withwonder of his love that
we delight to love others so that his glory is segmthers., Paul believes
that when God works in a community of people aldHferences will be set
aside in the amazed wonder and worship of our GutlFather. What Paul is
saying is that the work of Christians in each othiéres is to help us see that
Jesus is so desirable and his salvation so glortbaswe are so caught up in
loving and adoring him that the things which makeliiferent are seen as
trivial and minor and unimportant.

14. Have you ever experienced this unity? What istbimey you can
do this week promote this unity of spirit?

The church is to be a place of unity where differeces don't divide
because God is our joy.



