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Romans Chapter 15
We’re continuing today with our study of the book of Romans.  For the last few weeks we’ve been looking at Chapters 14 and 15, where Paul considers how believers should handle what he calls “disputable matters.”  In Paul’s day disputable matters included such things as eating or abstaining from meat and observing or foregoing certain holy days.  Today, we don’t usually worry about those things, but we have plenty of disputable matters of our own:  drinking, dancing, dating, birth control, home schooling, and many others.  

In verses 1-14 of Chapter 14, Paul emphasizes that believers should not judge and condemn one another of the choices they make in these matters, but rather should “accept” one another without passing judgment.  When it comes to disputable matters, each of us is responsible for figuring out what God would have us do.  As Paul says in verse 5, “Each one should be fully convinced in his own mind.”  Then, we are obligated to do what seems right to us, following God’s leading in our lives.  Whatever God leads us to do (or not to do) we should not look down on those who choose differently.  As Paul says in verse 3, “The man who eats everything must not look down on him who does not, and the man who does not eat everything must not condemn the man who does, for God has accepted him.”  It is not our responsibility to judge the choices made by our brothers in disputable matters—that job belongs to God.  Since God will judge us, it is Him we must seek to please and obey, and not others.  Further, we do not have either the authority of the knowledge to judge others justly, so we should leave judgment to God and “stop passing judgment on one another.”

In the second half of Chapter 14, Paul changes his focus from warning against judging one another for the decisions we make about the exercise of our Christian freedom to warning against exercising our freedom in ways that undermine the faith of our weaker brothers.   He says, “12 make up your mind not to put any stumbling block or obstacle in your brother's way.”  If by exercising your Christian freedom—to eat meat, to drink wine, gamble, or go to a rock concert—you “distress” your brother or sister who regards that behavior as sinful, then out of love for your brother and sister you should abstain from that behavior.  As Paul says in verse 21, “It is better not to eat meat or drink wine or to do anything else that will cause your brother to fall.”  In other words, our love for our brothers and sisters should lead us to limit our freedom in Christ for their benefit.  We should do that willingly, because we understand that our freedom is not the most important thing:  as Paul says in verse 17, “For the kingdom of God is not a matter of eating and drinking, but of righteousness, peace and joy in the Holy Spirit…”  Sure, Paul says, you may be free to eat that or drink that, but isn’t the spiritual well-being of your brothers and sisters more important than your freedom?  It is better, he says, to put aside your rights—to sacrifice your freedom willingly—than to risk causing your brother or sister to stumble or fall.
Paul’s argument continues into Chapter 15:

1We who are strong ought to bear with the failings of the weak and not to please ourselves. 2Each of us should please his neighbor for his good, to build him up. 3For even Christ did not please himself but, as it is written: "The insults of those who insult you have fallen on me." 4For everything that was written in the past was written to teach us, so that through endurance and the encouragement of the Scriptures we might have hope.

In verse 1 Paul lays out clearly the obligation of the “stronger” brother—the one who has stronger faith and thus whose conscience allows him to do something that the conscience of another man might prohibit.  He “ought to bear with the failings of the weak,” seeking to please his weaker brother rather than himself.”  In other words, the stronger brother should “make up his mind” to limit his freedoms in order to please his brother with weaker faith.  He should do that in love, without impatience or resentment.   
In verse 2, Paul generalizes the obligation:  “2Each of us should please his neighbor for his good, to build him up.”  The stronger brother does this by limiting his freedoms in order to offend offending or undermining the weaker brother.  The weaker brother does it putting the teaching of the first half of Chapter 14 into practice:  he accepts the stronger brother without judging or condemning him.  He does his best to avoid being easily offended by the stronger brother’s behavior.  He forgives the stronger brother if something he does offends him.  
We seek to please our neighbor in order to “please him” and “build him up.” The expression “build up” conveys exactly the opposite meaning of the expression “destroy” Paul used a couple of times in Chapter 14:  where by the exercise of freedom the stronger brother might destroy the weaker’s faith, by practicing sacrificial love—putting the needs and desires of his neighbor ahead of his own—the stronger can build that faith up;  while the weaker brother might through judgment and condemnation destroy the love of the stronger brother, through acceptance he can “build up” the stronger brother’s faith.
What (or rather who) is our model for the kind of selfless, self-sacrificing love Paul calls for here?  Jesus Christ.  Paul says in verse 3,
3For even Christ did not please himself but, as it is written: "The insults of those who insult you have fallen on me."[a] 
Christ was due glory, but instead of claiming his right to glory he willingly endured the insults—the condemnation—that was rightfully due to us.  Just as he put his rights aside for us, we also ought to put our rights aside for one another.  Just as he put aside what he wanted in order to give us what we needed, so we also ought to seek to please not ourselves but one another.   Christ, who knew no sin but became sin for us that we might become the righteousness of God; Christ, who did not come to be served but to serve and to give his life as a ransom for many; Christ, who though he was in very nature God, did not consider equality with God something to be grasped, but made himself nothing; Christ is our model.  If he was willing to humble himself for our benefit, so we ought o humble ourselves for the benefit of our brothers and sisters.  
Verse 4—“For everything that was written in the past was written to teach us, so that through endurance and the encouragement of the Scriptures we might have hope”—seems out of place in the context.  Paul inserts this verse to justify his use of the OT to support his arguments, both here specifically and throughout the book of Romans.  Effectively, he’s saying the same thing he wrote later in 2Timothy 3:16:
All Scripture is God-breathed and is useful for teaching, rebuking, correcting and training in righteousness,

Paul clearly valued the OT as the foundation of the gospel.  Some people today ignore the OT, or even regard it as having been superseded—my mom used to tell me that there were two Gods:  the angry, judgmental God of the OT and the loving, merciful God of the NT—but clearly Paul did not agree with that at all.  
According to verse 4, 
For everything that was written in the past was written to teach us, so that through endurance and the encouragement of the Scriptures we might have hope

scripture does several things for us.  What’s the first?  It teaches us.  What does the OT scripture teach us?  Discuss.  About God’s power.  About God’s holiness.  About God’s trustworthiness.  About God’s patience and mercy.  About God’s judgment.  About man’s sinfulness.  What else does the scripture do for us?  It encourages us.  It gives us hope.  It helps us endure.  
I think the NIV translates the second half of verse 4 in a way that is a little hard to follow.  I like the way the NLB does it better: 

And the Scriptures give us hope and encouragement as we wait patiently for God’s promises to be fulfilled.

We always have to remember that when we see that word “hope” in the scripture that it does not mean what we normally think of when we think of hope. How do we use the word hope? As an expression of a wish:  “I hope UL will beat UK next Saturday.”   What does it mean when we see it in scripture?  Confident expectation.  Assurance.  Certainty.   So, how does the scripture give us hope?  Discuss.  It shows how faithful God is about keeping his promises.  It reveals God’s power, which gives us hope that his purposes will not be thwarted.  It reveals his goodness, which gives us hope that he will not change his mind about what he has promised.  How does it encourage us?  Discuss.  It shows how people have endured many of the same things we endure, and how by faith they survived through those circumstances.  The NLB says that “the Scriptures give us hope and encouragement as we wait patiently for God’s promises to be fulfilled.”  What promises are we waiting to be fulfilled?  Discuss.  The return of Christ.  Our redemption and glorification.  The new heaven and the new earth.  God living with us in the New Jerusalem.  The NLB says that “the Scriptures give us hope and encouragement as we wait patiently for God’s promises to be fulfilled.”  How does the scripture help us as we wait patiently for God’s promises to be revealed?  Discuss.  We see that in the past God has sometimes been slow in keeping his promises, but even when it takes him hundreds or thousands of years to do so, he always keeps them.  We don’t have to be impatient, worrying about whether God might have forgotten or changed his mind—our knowledge of God’s work in the past gives us confidence about his work in the future.
OK, let’s move on.  In verses 5, 6, and 7, Paul prays for unity in the church:

 5May the God who gives endurance and encouragement give you a spirit of unity among yourselves as you follow Christ Jesus, 6so that with one heart and mouth you may glorify the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ. 7Accept one another, then, just as Christ accepted you, in order to bring praise to God.  

Paul asks that God will provide the church in Rome with a spirit of unity just as he has already provided endurance and encouragement through the scriptures.   What were the sources of division in the Roman church?  Jew versus Greek.  In the context, all of the disputable matters we’ve been discussing:  eating meat, drinking wine, and so on.  What about the modern church? What divides us?  All sorts of disputable matters.  Politics.  Economics.  Race.  What is Paul’s prayer for the church?  That we might have a spirit of unity among ourselves.   The word translated “unity” in the NIV means literally to be of one mind or one understanding—that we would think the same thing.  Paul regularly used these exact same words to call for unity in the church.  In Philippians 2:2 he says

make my joy complete by being like-minded, having the same love, being one in spirit and purpose.

In 2 Corinthians 13:11 he says,

Aim for perfection, listen to my appeal, be of one mind, live in peace.
In Ephesians 4:3 he says,


Make every effort to keep the unity of the Spirit through the bond of peace.
And in Ephesians 4:11-13 he says,

It was he who gave some to be apostles, some to be prophets, some to be evangelists, and some to be pastors and teachers, 12to prepare God's people for works of service, so that the body of Christ may be built up 13until we all reach unity in the faith and in the knowledge of the Son of God and become mature, attaining to the whole measure of the fullness of Christ.

So unity—like-mindedness—in the church is important to Paul.  

By asking God for a spirit of unity, Paul is praying that we would not only bear with one another and accept one another but even more that we would agree with one another.  Do you see how that is a higher order good than merely accepting one another and not bearing with one another?  Instead of just calling of us to not allow our disagreement separate us, Paul is calling for us not to disagree to begin with!  

Why do you think Paul values unity in the church so much?  Discuss.  Disagreement in the church brings criticism from those outside, but unity in the church brings praise to God, just as Paul says in verse 7:  “Accept one another, then, just as Christ accepted you, in order to bring praise to God.”  Disagreement in the church distracts us from our mission and reduces our effectiveness.  As he says in verse 6, Paul wants us to be unified so that “with one heart and mouth you may glorify the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ.”  Paul wants us to be unified in our worship of God the Father and Jesus Christ our Lord.  He wants nothing to interfere with or hinder our worship.  He understands how our countless disagreements over disputable matters can preoccupy and distract us, hampering our worship, and he wants those obstacles to true, unified worship to be done away with. 
According to verse 5, what is the source of the kind of agreement Paul calls for?  God—Paul prays that God would grant us a “spirit of unity.”  According to verse 5, how do we obtain that kind of unity?  We follow Jesus Christ.    Why does following Jesus Christ lead to unity?  Discuss.  He is the way, the truth, the life—when we follow him closely, we’ll be close to the way and close to the truth and there will be little room for disagreement.  It’s hard to imagine that we could ever attain unity—like-mindedness—like this, but Paul is confident that if we were all to follow Jesus the result would be agreement among all believers on all matters of dispute.
In verse 7, Paul brings the discussion he began back in Chapter 14 verse 1 to a close:  He repeats the principle—“Accept one another…”—the inspiration—because “Christ accepted you…”—and the motivation—“in order to bring praise to God.”  So let’s do that ourselves:  As people who have been accepted by Christ despite our abundant sins, let’s accept one another, despite our many differences, in order to bring praise to God.  

Here’s today’s application: I want you to consider how you should specifically apply this teaching to your life.  Perhaps there is something you are doing that might be causing a brother or sister to stumble.  If so, first seek out your brother or sister and seek their forgiveness.  Then commit to change your behavior so that your behavior won’t ever be a stumbling block to that person again.  Or perhaps you might be harboring resentment against a brother over something that brother might have done that offended you.  If you can think of something, seek out your brother and ask for his forgiveness.  And pray that God will give you strength to be able to not be easily offended by the behavior of others with regard to “disputable matters.”  Husbands and wives, hold each other accountable for completing this assignment.  And perhaps next week some of you will share something you’ve decided to do—or not to do—in response to this teaching.
Let’s move on.  In verses 7 through 13, Paul returns to the themes we saw back in Chapters 9, 10, and 11:  the certainty of God’s promises to the patriarchs; the availability of the gospel to the Gentiles; and God’s use of the hardness of the Jews to spread the gospel to the gentiles.  Recall that in Chapter 9 he said,

Theirs (the Jews’) is the adoption as sons; theirs the divine glory, the covenants, the receiving of the law, the temple worship and the promises. 5Theirs are the patriarchs, and from them is traced the human ancestry of Christ, who is God over all, forever praised! Amen. 
 And in Chapter 11 he said,

11Again I ask: Did they stumble so as to fall beyond recovery? Not at all! Rather, because of their transgression, salvation has come to the Gentiles to make Israel envious. 12But if their transgression means riches for the world, and their loss means riches for the Gentiles, how much greater riches will their fullness bring!

Here’s what he says in verse 7 through 13;
7Accept one another, then, just as Christ accepted you, in order to bring praise to God.  8For I tell you that Christ has become a servant of the Jews[b]on behalf of God's truth, to confirm the promises made to the patriarchs 9so that the Gentiles may glorify God for his mercy, as it is written: 
   "Therefore I will praise you among the Gentiles; 
      I will sing hymns to your name."[c] 
10Again, it says, 
   "Rejoice, O Gentiles, with his people."[d] 
11And again, 
   "Praise the Lord, all you Gentiles, 
      and sing praises to him, all you peoples."[e] 
12And again, Isaiah says, 
   "The Root of Jesse will spring up, 
      one who will arise to rule over the nations; 
   the Gentiles will hope in him."[f] 

 13May the God of hope fill you with all joy and peace as you trust in him, so that you may overflow with hope by the power of the Holy Spirit.

Verse 7 serves as both the conclusion to the previous section and the introduction to this little section of the chapter.  When connected to what follows, Paul’s appeal in verse 7 to “accept one another” is clearly a reference to the divide between Jews and Gentiles in the Roman church, which Paul developed way back in Chapter 3.  In verses 8 and 9, which are a little hard to follow, Paul explains how the Jews and Greeks are united in Christ.
Different translations take slightly different approaches to this verse.  The NIV translation can be paraphrased like this:  Christ has become a “servant” to the Jews in order to fulfill the promises that God made to the patriarchs regarding the Gentiles.  The argument for reading verses 8 and 9 this way is that Paul immediately launches into a series of four OT quotations, from Psalm 18:49, Deuteronomy 32:43, Psalm 117:1, and Isaiah 11:10, that recite God’s promises to the Jews concerning the Gentiles: that God’s name would be praised among the Gentiles;  that they would rejoice alongside God’s chosen people, the Jews; that the Gentiles would sing praises to God; that Jesus (the Root of Jesse) would rule over them;  and that they would put their hope (trust) in him.  Alternatively, the NASB and the NLT translate this verse to say that God has become a servant to both the Jews and the Gentiles.  Here’s how the NASB does it:
8For I say that Christ has become a servant to the circumcision on behalf of the truth of God to confirm the promises given to the fathers, 9and for the Gentiles to glorify God for His mercy.
And here’s the NLT:
Remember that Christ came as a servant to the Jews to show that God is true to the promises he made to their ancestors. 9 He also came so that the Gentiles might give glory to God for his mercies to them.
The argument for reading the verse this way is that it makes clear that the Jews and the Gentiles are united in their indebtedness to Christ, who was servant to both the Jews and the Gentiles.

Either way, thought, the point is that the Jews and the Greeks should live out the unity that they already have in Christ, accepting one another’s differences, not passing judgment on one another, and glorifying God with one heart and mouth.  In the same way, we should put aside the differences that divide us, accept one another, not pass judgment on one another, and glorifying God with one heart and mouth.  
Verse 13 is the conclusion to the instructional section of Romans, which began way back in Chapter 12.   In verse 13, Paul offers a benediction for his brothers and sisters in Rome:  
 13May the God of hope fill you with all joy and peace as you trust in him, so that you may overflow with hope by the power of the Holy Spirit.
By calling God “the God of hope,” Paul is identifying Him as the one true source of hope.  What is hope?  Confident expectation.  Assurance.  According to what Paul says here, what do those who put their trust in the true source of hope experience?  Joy.  Peace.  Why does trusting in God produce joy?  Discuss.  God has promised us wonderful things, and thinking about those things, which are not far away, gives us joy.  God has redeemed us and declared us righteous in his sight, and we have joy knowing that we have salvation. Why does trusting in God produce peace?  Discuss.  God is sovereign, omnipotent, and good.  If he has promised something, it is certain to happen.  He has promised us wonderful things, and we can have peace in knowing that he will keep those promises.  Further, we have put our trust in the completed work of Jesus Christ for our salvation—it no longer depends on us—and so we have peace knowing that our salvation is secure.  How much joy and peace do we experience if we put our trust in Him?  An abundance:  so much that we “overflow with hope.”  And what is the source of all of this joy, peace, and hope?  The power of the Holy Spirit.  The Spirit makes it possible us to trust in God, and it is through Him that we have peace, joy, and overflowing hope.  
God is the true source of hope, but what else do people look to for peace and joy?  Money.  Success.  Being good parents.  Beauty.  Having friends.  Being cool.  Being smart.  An unlimited number of things.  What do we call these things?  Idols—an idol is anything in which we seek significance or security other than the one true God.  When we put our trust in any of these things, do we experience joy and peace?  No.  What do we experience?  Fear.  Enslavement.  Disappointment.  Despair.  So, why do we trust in these things?  We’re sinful.  We’re confused.  But when we see clearly the difference—the hope when we put our trust in the true source of hope and the despair we have when our trust is in anything else—we should repent and return to the one God who can keep every promise he has made to us.
OK, that’s enough for this week.  Next week, we’ll finish Chapter 15.  See you next week!

