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“What We Do Now Counts”

Romans 14:1-13

September 11, 2005


The first verse of Chapter fourteen is the theme verse for the chapter. “Accept him whose faith is weak, without passing judgment on disputable matters.” Paul is talking to Christians about Christians. “Disputable matters” are those things that are not critical to our faith. He uses two examples, neither of which are particularly significant to us today. He writes about the man who eats just about anything you put in front of him verses the man who is a vegetarian. His second example is the person who insists that Saturday is the only acceptable Sabbath and another person who believe that every day is holy. What a person eats or what day he chooses to call holy isn’t on our Christian radar is it? A disputable matter for Cumberland Presbyterians that isn’t really significant might be the appropriate mode of baptism. Some folks like to argue about the appropriate mode of baptism but we don’t think the way we baptize is important, just as long as we baptize.

When I was a kid growing up in the church those kinds of things might have been significant. We were much more rigid about personal practices in those days. (Not nearly as rigid as our parents and grandparents were.) But today in this pluralistic society we would hardly give these kinds of things a second thought. If some church decided that Wednesday was actually the holiest day of the week and chicken soup was the only acceptable food – well, we might think them a little weird but just let them do their thing.

Some things are worth struggling with and some just don’t really seem to count for much. Let me suggest a few things that this reading from Romans says do count a lot. Paul is writing to Christians about Christians and the way we treat each other. He is not writing here about core doctrines of the Christian Faith, he does that elsewhere, here he is writing about Christian relationships.

Christians, like everyone else, go through hard times. Sometimes within the family we have conflicts and struggles that cause us a lot of heartache. Eventually sickness comes along or old age catches up with our loved ones or ourselves. Sometimes we are attack from outside. Four years ago today many fine Christians died in the Twin Towers disaster. Just a few days ago many more perished in Hurricane Katrina. Christians aren’t exempt from the pain that inflicts this world.

When Christians go through difficult periods it is our calling as fellow Christians to rally around them, to support them, to encourage them and to help them in whatever way they need help. Paul says in verse 7, “none of us lives to himself alone”.  God has blessed us with the abundant ability to give of ourselves when the need arises. Tragedies like the recent hurricane forcefully remind us that we can’t remain in our safe little boxes ignoring the suffering. We have to do something because whatever we do counts, is important, even the little things.

But it is really a temptation to judge the hurting persons instead of help. We might say, “They had plenty of warning, they saw it coming but ignored the situation. It is their fault they are in the fix they are in.” Or, “the doctor told him that recovery was dependent upon him getting up out of that bed and exercising those legs. It is his fault he got bed sores and is dying.” Does that sound a little bit like Job’s “friends” to you? Does doesn’t it. What we do counts here and is counted in heaven. (What we do here, apart from confessing Jesus as Lord, won’t win us a spot in heaven but it does go on our record.) Jesus said we would have to give account of our stewardship. And Paul said “we will all stand before God’s judgment seat.” Our job as Christians isn’t to judge people but to help people. God will do the judging, we shouldn’t.

Another place where we tend to judge one another is in our individual devotional commitment or piety. Do you have a quiet time every day? Regular prayer time and Bible study? Read good Christian books? Witness to your faith? All of these are good things! All of these disciple activities will bless us and when we omit them from our lives we are the ones who get cheated of the blessing. But it is a mistake for us to judge people for the things they may not be doing while failing to appreciate the many things they are doing. Paul said we are to think on the positive things, “Whatever is noble, whatever is right, whatever is pure, whatever is lovely, whatever is admirable” (Phil. 4:8) and not on the negative things. That’s not always easy is it!

The other day Sheila and I went to one of the Hurricane relocation centers to lend a hand. They took one look at me and assigned me to the loading dock receiving donations. I guess they figured I looked like I had a better back than brain. (Hard to argue with that!) I’m a self-motivated kind of worker. I don’t like to stand around. I’d rather be doing something even if it’s wrong. As I trudged along with boxes of goodies from the dock to various stocking places I passed volunteers just sitting around. After a while I began to get a little grumpy as I passed those same folks just sitting there seeming to do nothing. But I didn’t know that to be a fact did I? I like to be busy for the Lord. But sometimes busy isn’t the best thing. Sometimes just sitting and talking with someone is better. I’m not very good at sitting and talking but others are. Grumpy wasn’t appropriate was it? I was judging another volunteer out of ignorance. Regardless, Paul says it wasn’t my placed to judge.

What matter is that we accept other Christians as brothers and sisters in Christ while trusting God to work in their lives in his own particular way. God has given each of us diverse talents and particular personalities, and he uses them in ways that please Him. How we feel about them or how they fit into our expectations is irrelevant. They answer to God just as we do. Our part is to accept them as fellow believers, support them and pray for them and trust that God is using them as he sees fit.

Paul says that we are to accept others that are not like us. That word “accept” is the same one used of Christ’s acceptance of us in 15:7. “Accept one another, then, just as Christ has accepted you, in order to bring praise to God.” How has Christ accepted us? Flawed, that’s how! Imperfect, sinners judged unworthy. And yet he loves us and accepts us as his own. Why do we accept others even if they don’t meet our expectations? Because God does and “In order to bring praise to God”. 

Have you seen Google Earth? If you have a computer running one of the later versions of Windows like 2000 or XP you can download Google Earth for free. Google Earth is a mapping program using satellite imagery. You can specify almost any place on earth and it will take you there using satellite photographs and mapping overlays. Its cool!

On the Google Earth tour is the Grand Canyon. On a map the Grand Canyon is just a shaded area and that is the way it starts out on Google Earth. But as the program zooms in the canyon opens before you into this huge chasm miles wide and long. The detail is so good that you can see tiny cars in the parking areas along the rim. If you are on the south rim of the Grand Canyon and decide that you want to go over to the north rim, right over there, it will take you not less that four hours of hot desert driving. The Grand Canyon is a huge chasm in the earth!

For some reason or other we Christians tend to place Grand Canyon chasms between ourselves. God says that is wrong. Christians are not clones. God made us different. We think and act differently because God ordained that difference. Differences shouldn’t separate us. Differences should remind us that we need each other to be a well rounded Body of Christ.

In verse 7 & 8 Paul says that none of us lives or dies to himself or alone. All who belong to Christ both live and die in Christ. Each of us has a unique relationship with our Lord. But we could then say that because of our mutual relationship with Jesus we are intimately connected to each other. We are family, different but still related. And because we are family what we do affects others in the family. Paul talks about that pretty extensively in I Corinthians 12 when he compares the church to a body with many equally important parts. What we do now counts because in one way or another, whether for good or bad, what we do affects other Christians, and usually begins with those who are closest to us.

What does Paul mean when he writes in verse 8, “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”? Certainly he must mean that no matter what happens to us, in life or death, we are the Lord’s and he will never loose us. But maybe there is another dimension to that too. The thirteenth and fourteenth and part of the fifteenth chapter are about relationships. What does it mean to “live to the Lord”. The Westminster Shorter Catechism says “Man’s chief end is to glorify God and to enjoy him forever.” What are we here for? To glorify God. We are not here to find our own self-fulfillment or gain some sense of self-worth, or even to help others. Those are not bad things, just not our reason for being. Our reason for being is to glorify God. That means that we do what we do so that God is glorified. That means putting God first in everything.

But glorifying God isn’t some painful, self-sacrificial drudgery, but rather a joy and delight. The Catechism doesn’t stop with glorifying God but goes on to say we are “to enjoy him forever”. Christians are called to live a life full of purpose and satisfaction, a life that has meaning and direction, a life that makes a difference and makes us feel good about ourselves. God has given us a will that is free to choose how best to use the days he has given us. May our daily choices please the Lord. What we do now does count. Amen.

