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Romans 14:1-18.
I have here a little volume that has caused quite a stir recent years.  (Harry Potter)  For those of you who may not be familiar with it, it’s the story of one Harry Potter, wizard, who discovers his heritage at age 11. He is whisked away from his cruel and uncaring Muggle family (a Muggle is a non-magical person) to study at Hogwarts School of Witchcraft and Wizardry.

The author, J.K. Rowling, apparently conceived the idea while travelling on a train.  She’s since written a series of seven novels; one for each year of Harry Potter’s life at Hogwarts School, and each book has been an instant international best seller.  She is now believed to be even richer than the Queen!

Yet despite the popularity of the series, these books have been the centre of a storm of controversy within the Christian Church.  Why?  There is one camp that denounces the books as evil and dangerous, because they speak about witchcraft, and make it inviting, thereby enticing innocent children to become involved in the occult.  Then there is the other camp that sees the books in the same light as the Narnia series by C.S. Lewis – fairytales which belong to the world of children’s fantasy, and which with maturity and guidance, children learn to recognise as fictional.

No doubt among our congregation members this morning, there will be people from each camp!

There have always been controversies and factions in the church.  It’s part of the fabric of a flawed humanity. Some controversies have caused dissention within churches – others them have split the church in two.

Our reading from Romans this morning has much to say about this. Listen again to what Paul says in the first part of our Romans reading:

Accept him whose faith is weak, without passing judgment on disputable matters. One man's faith allows him to eat everything, but another man, whose faith is weak, eats only vegetables. 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. Who are you to judge someone else's servant? To his own master he stands or falls. And he will stand, for the Lord is able to make him stand. 

A major issue for Paul’s readers concerned meat which had been offered to idols. Once it had been used for ‘idol worship’, it was often sold in the markets and it wasn’t always possible to tell which meat had been used in idol worship and which meat hadn’t been. Some of the believers from strict Jewish backgrounds couldn’t shake the conviction that to eat such meat would result in them becoming contaminated, or ‘unclean’, despite the new Christian teaching on freedom from the law.  And because they might inadvertently buy meat that had been offered to idols from the local neighbourhood butcher – it was safer not to eat meat at all!  Then there were those who were able to grasp their new freedom in Christ, and were able to tuck into meat that had been offered to idols without any reservations whatsoever.  

This became a problem for the Roman church.  It caused them to divide into factions.  The vegetarians condemned the meat eaters, and the meat eaters looked at the vegetarians with contempt, because they thought it showed weakness of faith.  And it all created bad blood between the believers!
What type of things cause contemporary churches to divide into factions?  
(Feedback – music, liturgy, geography, etc)
There are as many things that divide the contemporary church as divided the ancient church! More perhaps. In fact this is how our different denominations came into being in the first place.  They are a concession to our flawed efforts to obey the Scriptures.

To live with the non judgmental attitude of love and acceptance that Paul speaks of, is part of what it means to ‘carry our cross’ – a key concept for Christian living. To ‘carry our cross’ means denying ourselves and that’s not an easy call, is it?   It is far easier to rigidly stick to our own preferences and opinions than to ‘give a little’ – and honour the other person whose preferences we don’t agree with!

How are we to deal with differing opinions and practices within the church – and within our parish?
Let’s go back to the passage.  In it, Paul gives us four guidelines which help us to deal with the differences we find in our own setting, and if we employ them, will enable us to be more the people that God wants us to be.
1:   don’t get upset.  
In the first verse of ch. 14, Paul says, “Accept him whose faith is weak, without passing judgement on disputable matters.”  No matter how hurt or upset we may feel over what others choose to do in our church, we need to realise that people’s preferences in secondary things are not worth getting keyed up about.  In our parish, perhaps some of these issues centre around worship.  They are what Paul might call “disputable matters” and they are matters on which we should refrain from passing judgement.  In fact, Paul is really serious about this.  He  repeats himself in v 4 and again in v13 – “Don’t judge one another!”  
Rather we should simply accept a person who sees things differently from the way we do, and respond to them in love and acceptance.

St Augustine once said something brilliant which the Anglican Communion has very much taken on board.  He said, “In things essential, unity; in things non essential, liberty.  In all things, charity.”  Charity of course means love.

2.  Whatever we do, it should be with a clear conscience.  In other words, if we hold a particular belief, or decide on a particular course of action, we should do so because we have thought and prayed about it, and feel that this is God’s will for us.

In v 5, Paul introduces another issue which is dividing the Roman church – the Sabbath. He says, “One man considers one day more sacred than another; another man considers every day alike. Each one should be fully convinced in his own mind.
Paul is saying that if you take a stand on something – make sure you are fully convinced that the stand you take is right for you.  Don’t just think or do something because it’s what others think or do, or because it’s the way it’s always been done.  Take your issue before God, and decide with him what you should do.
3: Whatever you do, do it completely for God.

Paul continues in v6: He who regards one day as special, does so to the Lord. He who eats meat, eats to the Lord, for he gives thanks to God; and he who abstains, does so to the Lord and gives thanks to God. For none of us lives to himself alone and none of us dies to himself alone. If we live, we live to the Lord; and if we die, we die to the Lord. So, whether we live or die, we belong to the Lord. ”
Paul is reminding his readers that as Christians, they should no longer live to serve themselves.  Their focus should now be to serve and glorify God, and everything they do, they should do completely for him.  Whether they eat meat or not, or observe the Sabbath or not, they should do it fully for God, seeking to glorify him.

4: Don’t be a stumbling block to your weaker brothers or sisters.

This last guideline is perhaps the hardest to hold to because it is the one where we need to ‘deny ourselves’ more than the others. But it is perhaps the most powerful one because it causes us to grow in love for each other!
v13 says, Therefore let us stop passing judgment on one another. Instead, make up your mind not to put any stumbling block or obstacle in your brother's way
Besides not passing judgement on their fellow Christians, Paul tells the Roman Christians they should go a step further, and make the decision not to cause their weaker brothers or sisters to ‘stumble’ in their faith.  Paul spells this out in the next verses.  He says, “If you’re happy to eat meat offered to idols, but by doing so, you distress your brother who’s not – THEN DON’T DO IT!
Paul himself is convinced that nothing is ‘unclean’ in itself, but points out that his readers can actually do a lot of damage by flaunting their freedom in front of a brother who hasn’t got there yet.  Listen to v 14-15:

As one who is in the Lord Jesus, I am fully convinced that no food is unclean in itself. But if anyone regards something as unclean, then for him it is unclean. If your brother is distressed because of what you eat, you are no longer acting in love. Do not by your eating destroy your brother for whom Christ died. 

Paul is asking his readers to make acting in love the most important factor in their choices.

Can you remember Paul’s four guidelines?

1 – Don’t get upset and judge others
2 – Do everything in good conscience 
3 – Do everything completely for God 
4 – Don’t be a stumbling block to others’ faith (Always act in love)
In our own setting, how could we use these four guidelines to improve the way we relate to each other in our particular congregation?  How could we use these guidelines to improve the way we relate to each other as a PARISH?

Though this passage is a challenging one, it’s one which, if we will take to heart, will transform us as individuals and as a church.

Let’s pray.

