What in the World is God Doing?
Part 56: Upholding and Upbuilding, or Upending
Romans 15:1-13
15 We who are strong have an obligation to bear with [“to be upholding;” NOT “put up with”] the failings of the weak, and not to please ourselves. 2 Let each of us please his neighbor for his good, to build him up. 3 For Christ did not please himself, but as it is written, “The reproaches of those who reproached you fell on me.” 4 For whatever was written in former days was written for our instruction, that through endurance and through the encouragement of the Scriptures we might have hope. 5 May the God of endurance and encouragement grant you to live in such harmony with one another, in accord with Christ Jesus, 6 that together you may with one voice glorify the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ. 7 Therefore welcome one another as Christ has welcomed you, for the glory of God. 

8 For I tell you that Christ became a servant to the circumcised to show God’s truthfulness, in order to confirm the promises given to the patriarchs, 9 and in order that the Gentiles might glorify God for his mercy. As it is written, 



“Therefore I will praise you among the Gentiles, 

and sing to your name.” (Ps. 18:49; 2 Sam. 22:50)
10 And again it is said, 



“Rejoice, O Gentiles, with his people.” (Duet. 32:43)
11 And again, 



“Praise the Lord, all you Gentiles, 

and let all the peoples extol him.” (Ps. 117:1)
12 And again Isaiah says, 



“The root of Jesse will come, 

even he who arises to rule the Gentiles; 



in him will the Gentiles hope.” (Isa. 11:1,10; Rev. 5:5; 22:16)
13 May the God of hope fill you with all joy and peace in believing, so that by the power of the Holy Spirit you may abound in hope. 

For the last few weeks, we’ve been studying Paul’s commands regarding the practice of love as it applies to dietary scruples and the celebration of the Jewish church calendar in the NT church.  We’ve seen two groups arise in chapter 14: the Victorious Vegetarians (Messiah Jesus-following Jews who could no longer buy kosher meat or wine and so kept to the “Daniel Diet”) and the Carnivores for Christ (gentiles who had no family or cultural scruples about non-kosher food or drink and did not follow the Jewish church calendar).
Paul spent 11 chapters on doctrine crucial to the renewal and transformation of the Christian mind. Then, in chapter, 12 he began to focus on how the gospel-renewed mind functions in a culture of mutual sacrificial love, a culture of “righteousness and peace and joy in the Holy Spirit (14:17), particularly when one is faced with “morally-indifferent practices, the debatable things”
 such as food and wine and feast and fast days.

And you might have wondered, “Why should anyone care what someone else eats or what special days they observe in the privacy of their own homes?” The answer is: This is an issue of public worship in the church. It is about what people eat as part of the love feast (agape meal) held every Sunday as part of the Lord’s Supper. 
In the first and second centuries, believers sat down and had a meal together as part of the worship service because Jesus shared a final (Passover) meal with his disciples at which he instituted the Lord’s Supper. For the apostolic church, this was the Resurrection Feast, celebrated not one day a year (because the man-made holiday of Easter hadn’t been invented yet) but every Sunday.

In that era, believers worshipped in private homes. Church needed to be within walking distance since there was no public transportation. You didn’t walk all the way across the city of Rome to find a house church that suited your preferences, particularly since Sunday was a work day like any other. So if you had conflict, you either worked it out or stopped going to church.  
Without bearing up and building up, gospel culture is upended.
I. UPBUILDING, JESUS, HOPE (15:1-4)
A. Recap
1. The Victorious Vegetarians had strong consciences regarding morally neutral things. These are the people Paul described as weaker believers. We saw how even the apostle Peter was weak over the issue of diet for years following his great gospel sermon in Acts 2.
2. You can have a strong conscience over certain practices and still be weak in your trust into Christ and all his benefits. Strong conscience is not necessarily the same thing as strong faith (14:5b).
3. Paul gave certain instructions in chapter 14. First, all things are pure (14:14, 20). Second, not everyone has come to trust this truth (14:14) and they should not be forced into violating their own consciences because to do so would be sin for them (14:23).

4. Third, the strong, with greater trust into Christ, should not despise anyone for whom Christ died because they belong to Jesus and the sovereign God grows them in grace at different speeds (14:3). However, the weak are not to condemn the strong for being “too much grace boys” (14:3, 10).
5. Fourth, strong believers may find it necessary to restrict their freedom so as not to wound the weak believers (14:15-20). Because when we insist we cannot be content in church unless we get our own way, then we have enslaved ourselves to certain false saviors; our preferences have become idols.

6. And when we elevate our preferences to conditions of contentment, we have replaced the gospel of the Lord Jesus Christ with the idol of outward conformity. Then world confuses the gospel with outward practices of “do not handle, do not taste, do not touch” (Col. 2:21). 
7. The gospel then changes from “Jesus paid it all and Jesus earned it all;” it is “Jesus + my performance (my scruple, my conscience, my diet, my observation or refusal to observe certain days) = salvation.”
8. This is why Paul wrote, “Blessed is the one who has no reason to pass judgment on himself for what he approves.” (14:22). The more we grasp that Jesus paid it all and earned it all, the more content we become and the more free we are to live for others rather than for our own glory.
B. Obligation: Be Like Jesus (1-4)
1. Paul writes in 15:1, “Those of us who are strong and able in the faith need to step in and lend a hand to those who falter, and not just do what is most convenient for us.”

2. The ESV uses the phrase, “failings of the weak.” Paul is pulling no punches here: a strong insistence over a morally indifferent practice is failing to see how God’s grace works. The remedy is not for the strong in faith to simply “put up with” the weaker believers, but to “bear up” or “step in and lend a hand.”
3. Now, he’s already told us that we don’t receive (or welcome) the weak so we can dispute with them (14:1). So the context dictates that we gently instruct and encourage them with Christ and his benefits.
4. In Rome, the instruction would be how Christ, through his fulfilling all of God’s law, did away with the law’s ceremonial requirements (such as diets and days) and how Christ has made Jews and Gentiles (insiders and outsiders) into a new unified race of people (vv. 7-13).
5. Notice Paul doesn’t tell the weak to “get with the program.” He tells the strong to bear up the weak. Why? Because if the weak simply conform their outward actions to the strong, they sin by defiling their consciences. They require instruction in grace to live in grace.
6. The strong are free to observe diets and days along with the weak without destroying either their liberty or their consciences. That is why they are the only ones in a position to bear the weak along in their journey toward freedom in Christ.

7. In the upside down Kingdom of Jesus, the weak aren’t shot and left for dead; the strong don’t merely tolerate the weak; the strong gently bear them up in grace. “Bear [same word] one another’s burdens, and so fulfill the law of Christ” (Gal. 6:2).

8. We please our neighbor for his good and build him up (v. 2) by pointing him to Christ (vv. 3-4) upon whom all the reproach for all our sins fell once for all.  Do you get that? If I am in Christ, I have all of God’s approval for all time! Jesus bore ALL my sin, ALL my shame, and ALL my reproach.
9. If I am in union with Christ by trusting into his perfect life and sacrificial death and glorious resurrection, then I have ALL his benefits. There is not one benefit of Christ left for ME to earn! I have all God’s approval already and I am free to love you regardless of whether you approve of me or not. I am set free from a “give to get” life of slavery to scruples of “do not handle, do not taste, do not touch” (Col. 2:21). 

10. That, says Paul in v. 4, is the source of our hope.  The OT, written in former days, points to the fulfillment of ALL things in Christ. So my hope is not in my performing feasts or fasts. My hope grows greater as my trust in Christ’s performance for me grows.
11. Without up-bearing and upbuilding, gospel culture is upended.
II. PRAYER FOR GLORY (15:5-6)
A. Content (5)
1. So Paul prays for our hope in Christ to outweigh trust in our own performance: “5 May the God of endurance and encouragement grant you to live in such harmony with one another, in accord with Christ Jesus….”
2. The only time I need to defend my performance is when my hope is at least partly in MY performance, my relative morality, my glory over your glory.
3. But endurance and encouragement and harmony with one another flow from God through Christ Jesus (as benefits of our union with Christ).
4. The literal reading of this prayer is that we “think the same in one another according to Christ Jesus.” Again Paul draws us back to a mind renewed by greater trust into the propositions of the Good News.
5. “Paul’s concern is not …primarily, that the believers in Rome all hold the same opinion of these ‘matters indifferent’; but that they remain united in their devotion to the Lord Jesus and to his service in the world. The unity …should be ‘according to Christ Jesus.’”

B. Intent (6)
1. The intent of the entire congregation as a gospel-centered culture is to glorify God in Christ Jesus.
2. “…6 that together you may with one voice glorify the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ.”

3. So, again, the basic question is “Am I in the glorify ME business or am I in the glorify JESUS business.” If you are strong in Jesus-trusting, you will be strong in Jesus-glorifying and you will be a blessing to others by introducing others to Jesus and training them in the glorifying Jesus business.
III. HOPING INTO CHRIST (15:7-13)
A. Model (7)
1. 7 Therefore welcome one another as Christ has welcomed you, for the glory of God. 
2. Remember how Paul wrote in 14:1 that the weaker brother is to be received (welcomed). Now, he tells both the Victorious Vegetarians and the Carnivores for Christ to receive (welcome) one another.
3. The question is “welcome (receive) to what?” Receive into fellowship, generally. But the sign and seal of that fellowship is the love feast, the agape meal, and the celebration of our union with Christ and with one another in the Lord’s Supper.

4. There is no separate agape meal for Victorious Vegetarians and no separate meal for Carnivores for Christ any more than there were to be separate agape meals for rich Corinthians and poor Corinthians based on the quality of the food they brought to the love feast (1 Cor.10 -11).
5. The communal meal was a remembrance of Christ and real spiritual fellowship with Christ. So, Paul moves back to Scripture to prove his point by showing the unifying service of Messiah Jesus.
6. Think about the person you consider being the most weak or strong in this congregation. Would you welcome them, or would you rather try to sort them out to make them think exactly like you? 

7. That the issue isn’t it? Do I want to disciple YOU to be like ME; or do I want the both of us to see more of Christ, to trust more of Christ, to rest and to work out of HIS benefits for HIS glory?
B. Motivation (8-12)
1. In v. 3 Paul wrote that “Christ did not please himself….” Christ did not come into the world to receive praise. He came to serve; or, as Jesus said in Lk. 9:10, to “seek and save the lost.” 
2. 8 For I tell you that Christ became a servant [diakonos: a waiter at a meal; a table servant
] to the circumcised to show God’s truthfulness, in order to confirm the promises given to the patriarchs, 9 and in order that the Gentiles might glorify God for his mercy.
3. Jesus came to be a servant to the Abrahamic Covenant, to fulfill the Father’s promise of salvation for Abraham’s circumcised offspring AND God’s promise that all the nations (Gentiles) would receive the promised blessing of being God’s people as well.

4. Paul proves from scripture that God’s blessing is for the outsiders (Gentiles) as well as for insiders (the circumcised/Jews). The first quote is from Ps. 18:49 (and 2 Sam. 22:50). It comes out of the part of the OT scripture the Jews called “The Writings.”
5. Then, in v. 10 Paul cites Deut. 32:43 from that part of the OT called “The Torah” or “The Law.” In v. 11, he quotes from Ps. 117:1, another quote from The Writings.

6. Finally, in v. 12 he cites Isaiah 11:10 – a quote from that section known as “The Prophets.” The whole bible for the Jews consisted of The Law, The Prophets, and The Writings. 
7. What Paul is showing is that wherever you read in the OT, the purpose is always the same: God is fulfilling his saving promise of “I will be your God and you will be my people and you will dwell with me.”

8. And that promise is for ALL who are given trust into Messiah Jesus, both Jew and Gentile. Ever since God called Abraham out of a moon-worshipping pagan culture, God’s purpose has been to bring Jew and Gentile together into the joy and freedom of Christ.
9. Two totally alienated groups of people are united into Christ. To bring this great thing about, Messiah Jesus became a deacon, a table servant. And the meal, the love feast, the food Christ serves his people is truly kosher; Jesus serves up himself – his body hung in shame upon a tree; his blood poured out for the remission of both Jewish and Gentile sins.
10. Without up-bearing and upbuilding, gospel culture is upended.
C.
Final Prayer (13)

1. So Paul concludes his teaching for the Church of Rome with a prayer wish for them. “13 May the God of hope fill you with all joy and peace in believing, so that by the power of the Holy Spirit you may abound in hope.”
2. Notice the main words: joy …peace …hope. We have been seeing these words spring up over and over throughout our 56-week study of this letter.
3. Remember what Paul wrote in Romans 5:1? “Therefore, since we have been justified by faith, we have peace with God through our Lord Jesus Christ. 2 Through him we have also obtained access by faith into this grace in which we stand, and we rejoice in hope of the glory of God.”
4. The hope we were shown as individuals made right with a holy God by trusting into the perfect life and sacrificial death of Messiah Jesus is something the Holy Spirit pours out upon the whole community to create a glorious unity, a gospel culture.
5. If the church is busy looking down their noses at one another over outward practices then there is not only no gospel culture within, but there is no joy or peace or hope to offer the lost.

6. Without bearing up and building up, gospel culture is upended.

7. But if we are constantly refreshing ourselves in the grace of the gospel, then all these secondary things – these morally neutral outward practices – cannot destroy our fellowship.
When every eye is fixed upon Christ and all his benefits, gospel culture flourishes. Carnivores for Christ and Victorious Vegetarians set aside their preferences because both of them have hearts broken over the lostness of the lost. Both recognize the ONLY source of joy and peace and hope is being united into Christ as a new creation, part of a new race bound for Mt. Glory (5:1, hope of the glory of God).
Is there a fellow believer who offends you by some practice they have? Do you look down your nose at them for exercising “too much grace?” Do you condemn them for being “too uptight, too legalistic” on some issue? Then you have put a restriction on your fellowship that Jesus does not hold. 

In your heart, you have cast out someone that Messiah Jesus received and loved even unto death on a cross. You have threatened the gospel culture that Paul commands and teaches is of the utmost importance. Without a gospel culture there is no gospel work. Without gospel work, the lost stay lost because all they see are church people arguing over Jesus + vegetarianism or Jesus + carnivorous diet. If you cannot agree on the gospel, the lost stay lost (Rom. 10:14). Without bearing up and building up, gospel culture is upended.

These things aren’t academic theory for Paul. As we will see shortly, Paul knew people in Rome. He knew their struggles. He was writing as a pastor. And as a pastor, he knew the ONLY hope for the Roman church (and ANY congregation) is JESUS + NOTHING.

In the upside down Kingdom of Christ Jesus, God does not demand you to be strong. He demands that you see your weakness and flee to him because HE is strong. Strong faith is trust in the strong Deliverer. Weak faith is trust – to whatever extent – into my own efforts.
We beg you to flee to Christ this morning. Flee to Him who serves you his body and his blood. As the apostle Peter, while still weak in his scruples over diet, proclaimed:

…there is salvation in no one else, for there is no other name under heaven given among men by which we must be saved (Acts 4:12).
Benediction
May the God of hope fill you with all joy and peace in believing, so that by the power of the Holy Spirit you may abound in hope.
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