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Preface






The body of Christ
in our day is quite diverse. I have travelled enough to know that
there are different traditions and customs unique to each country,
denomination, or local church. Sincere believers, even in the same
church, do not always agree on the interpretation of Bible
passages. What one believer practices freely, another may find
offensive.

These differences
are not new. We find this diversity even in the church of the first
century. The struggles in the church of Corinth were not the same
as those in Ephesus. The Christian church of Rome was comprised of
converts from pagan Gentile religions and converts from Judaism.
These believers came from radically different backgrounds. Some
converts from Judaism observed Jewish food laws and celebrated
Jewish holy days. Gentile converts, who had never practiced Old
Testament laws, had no such compulsion. They freely ate food
considered unclean by their Jewish brothers and sisters.

The apostle
recognized the differences among these new converts in the Roman
church. In Romans 14 and 15, Paul showed the church how to live
with these differences and advance the cause of Christ. The
principles Paul develops in these verses still apply today. In the
course of this meditation, we will examine Paul's teaching and its
application to the church of our day. The apostle desired that the
church of Rome pursue peace with each other. I would dare to say
that his advice in this passage of Scripture is as applicable today
as when Paul wrote it.

F. Wayne Mac
Leod




Chapter 1 -
Welcome the Weak One






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

Not all believers
are at the same level of maturity. Even mature believers differ in
opinion over minor doctrines and practices. Those differences do
not need to cause division. Notice that as the apostle begins his
challenge in Romans 14, he encouraged the Roman church to welcome
those who were weak in faith. Let's take a moment first to consider
the weakness Paul addresses in this verse.

There are various
kinds of weaknesses in the church of our day. First, we have a
moral weakness. This was the case in the church of Corinth:

1 It is
actually reported that there is sexual immorality among you, and of
a kind that is not tolerated even among pagans, for a man has his
father's wife. (1 Corinthians 5)

This kind of
weakness is an inability or an unwillingness to address moral sin
in our lives. While immorality is a serious weakness in the church,
this is not what Paul is referring to in Romans 14:1. Notice what
he told the Corinthians about the man who had his father's
wife:

2 And you are
arrogant! Ought you not rather to mourn? Let him who has done this
be removed from among you. 3 For though absent in body, I am
present in spirit; and as if present, I have already pronounced
judgment on the one who did such a thing. (1 Corinthians 5)

In Romans 14, the
apostle encouraged the church to welcome the weak. In 1 Corinthians
5, he told the Corinthians to remove those who were immoral from
their midst. The New Testament challenges the church to address and
remove sinfulness. The Christian church was not to embrace those
who lived in sin, nor were they to walk in their paths (see Psalm
1:1). Paul encouraged all believers to flee sexual immorality (1
Corinthians 6:18), idolatry (1 Corinthians 10:14), and youthful
lusts (2 Timothy 2:22). Consider his advice to Corinthians
believers about associating with those trapped in sexual
immorality, idolatry, and greed:

9 I wrote to
you in my letter not to associate with sexually immoral people— 10
not at all meaning the sexually immoral of this world, or the
greedy and swindlers, or idolaters, since then you would need to go
out of the world. 11 But now I am writing to you not to associate
with anyone who bears the name of brother if he is guilty of sexual
immorality or greed, or is an idolater, reviler, drunkard, or
swindler—not even to eat with such a one. (1 Corinthians 5)

The weakness to
which Paul refers in Romans 14:1 is not a moral weakness that leads
to a sinful lifestyle. The church of Jesus Christ must maintain its
purity. Paul told the Corinthians not to eat with a believer who
lived in immorality (1 Corinthians 5:11). The weak brother to whom
Paul referred is not a believer living in moral sin.

There is a second
form of weakness in the church today. This weakness relates to a
distortion of the truth of God's Word. There were false teachers in
the church of Paul's day. These false teachers led the people of
God astray. The apostle Jude spoke of these people in his epistle
when he said:

3 Beloved,
although I was very eager to write to you about our common
salvation, I found it necessary to write appealing to you to
contend for the faith that was once for all delivered to the
saints. 4 For certain people have crept in unnoticed who long ago
were designated for this condemnation, ungodly people, who pervert
the grace of our God into sensuality and deny our only Master and
Lord, Jesus Christ. (Jude 1)

The apostle speaks
here about individuals who crept into the church of Jesus Christ
unnoticed. The implication is that they were not welcomed into the
church but came in deceitfully. Once inside the church, they began
to teach error and false doctrine. Jude makes it clear that God's
condemnation is on these false teachers. The apostle has little
tolerance for these individuals. Notice how he describes them in
his epistle.

12 These are
hidden reefs at your love feasts, as they feast with you without
fear, shepherds feeding themselves; waterless clouds, swept along
by winds; fruitless trees in late autumn, twice dead, uprooted; 13
wild waves of the sea, casting up the foam of their own shame;
wandering stars, for whom the gloom of utter darkness has been
reserved forever. (Jude 1)

According to Jude,
these individuals who crept into the church were "hidden reefs"
ready to sink the ship, shepherds who fed themselves but did not
care for the sheep, waterless clouds that offered no rain,
fruitless trees that bore no fruit, and wild waves of the sea
casting up the foam of shame. He told his readers that these
individuals were like falling stars whose light would go out and be
cast into utter darkness. There is no question that these
individuals who called themselves believers were not welcome in the
church. The apostle John confirms this when he said:

10 If anyone
comes to you and does not bring this teaching, do not receive him
into your house or give him any greeting, 11 for whoever greets him
takes part in his wicked works. (2 John)

When Paul told the
church of Rome to welcome the weak, he was not referring to those
who believed and taught false doctrines. These individuals were not
welcome in the church.

The weakness Paul
refers to here is what he calls a "weakness of faith." To
understand what Paul is speaking about, we need to see it in its
context. The weakness was of such a nature that it would not
inhibit welcoming a brother or sister into the assembly. The word
welcome in the Greek language has a sense of taking someone to
oneself and offering friendship. The Roman believers were to
embrace these weaker brothers and sisters and treat them as members
of the body of Christ. The church was not to distance these
individuals or look down on them because of their weakness.

Another factor in
understanding the weakness to which Paul refers is in the phrase
"but not to quarrel over opinions." The word "opinion" is
significant in this context and shows us that the weakness relates
to different perspectives held by sincere Christians.

As we examine the
remainder of the chapter, we discover that Paul focuses on Jewish
food laws and holy days. When Paul wrote this letter, Jews were
coming to know the Lord Jesus Christ and converting to
Christianity. As they came to faith in Christ, they brought their
Jewish traditions and customs into their Christian faith. As
faithful Jews, they had abstained from foods declared unclean by
God. The law of Moses commanded the observation of specific days in
remembrance of God and His work in the Jewish nation. These
converted Jews felt obliged to celebrate these days by not working
or by bringing an offering to God. While these practices were not
sinful, neither were they required under Christ.

Paul called the
Jewish converts, who still followed their old ways, weaker brothers
and sisters. Their weakness was not the result of living in sin or
promoting false teaching and practices. It was that they failed to
understand the implication of the cross and the grace of God in
Christ. Jewish food laws were no longer necessary. The celebration
of Jewish holy days was not required under the gospel. Christ
fulfilled these laws and established a new priesthood.

We should expect a
diversity of opinion and practice in the New Testament church. Not
all believers will see things that same way, but this should never
keep us from accepting each other. I would venture to say that
those who have differed from me have often strengthened me in my
faith. They have challenged me to ask why I do things the way I do
or believe what I believe. Sometimes they have caused me to loosen
my grip on things I held too tightly to. At other times they have
caused me to hold onto my convictions more strongly.

Not all believers
will worship in the same way, nor will they have the same
lifestyle. God has chosen to save men and women of all classes in
society. Some believers are wealthy, and some are poor. There are
differences over what Christians feel is acceptable behaviour.
Doctrinal differences also exist between godly men and women of
faith. We cannot expect that all believers will worship, believe,
and live the way we do.

By encouraging
believers to welcome the weaker brother or sister, Paul told the
church that there would be differences, but those differences of
opinion did not need to cause division. Our unity in Christ does
not come because we all believe the same things and do things the
same way. Our agreement is not in our beliefs and practices, but
the person and work of Jesus Christ.

The line
separating a weaker brother from the brother or sister who will
harm the church can sometimes be unclear. Remember, however, that
the weaker brother is not willfully and rebelliously continuing to
walk in sin. Nor is the weaker brother deliberately seeking to
promote error and falsehood. The weaker brother is one whose
commitment to Christ is evident. He longs to walk with the Lord
Jesus but needs to grow in faith and learn to rest more fully in
God's purpose. If there is one place these sincere but weak
brothers and sisters need to be, it would be with those who can
love and nurture them to greater maturity in Christ. Those who
understand that maturity takes time.






For Prayer

Father, we are
reminded in this verse that we are to welcome those who are not at
the same place spiritually as us. We pray that you would give us
patience with those who have not come to the same conclusions as we
have in our faith and spiritual walk. Help us to see beyond the
differences to our common bond in Jesus Christ.

We also pray for
the discernment to know the difference between an unrepentant
sinner who needs discipline and the weaker brother we need to
welcome. Teach us to be compassionate and understanding with
differences of opinion, but bold and unwavering with sin and false
teaching.
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