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“United We Serve”

#1~Majoring on the majors
Romans 14:1-13
June 8, 2008

Over a four day span on our vacation we took a train South from Fairbanks, Alaska to Denali National Park, then from Denali we continued our southern route by rail to Mt. McKinley, and then from Mt. McKinley we traveled by rail to the port town of Whittier Alaska. We traveled in those glass domed rail cars you have seen, or may have ridden in yourself. The view couldn’t have been better, and the scenery was sometimes amazing. But what really made those rides memorable was the tour guides who rode along with us. They were so enthusiastic and knowledgeable about what we were seeing! Most of them were long time residents of Alaska, and all of them were experts in the history and traditions of that state and its people, and they loved to talk about Alaska.

All of us have met people who have a passion for something and will talk about it with little encouragement. Many of us here today are some of those people. Well, our reading from Romans fourteen is an excellent example of Paul writing to the church about something that he is passionate about, something so important to him that he gives it a lot of space in his Romans letter. The topic is unity in the church. Simply put Paul says we should major in the major points of our faith and don’t fret over the minor points of our faith.

Now, everything Paul wrote to the church was important. But to give you an idea how significant Paul thought this discussion of unity in the body was, consider this: In Romans Paul gave developing your Christian mind two verses, he gave encouragement six verses, loving one another got thirteen verses, and right conduct in the light of the imminent return of the Lord got seven verses. Christian unity received all of chapter fourteen, (twenty-three verses) and the first half of chapter five, a total of thirty-five verses on how to live with one another as the Body of Christ in Romans alone. This tells me two things, members of the early churches were having some trouble getting along, and Paul believed the only way the Christian church could be a witness for Christ and different from the world was to intentionally practice unity. Things haven’t changed much in these past two-thousand plus years. The number one job of the leadership of any church is keeping unity in the body. When you really think about it that isn’t surprising and makes sense. Where two or more are gathered together, disagreement always happens.


Do you use rechargeable batteries? According to the experts the best way to recharge a rechargeable battery is slowly. A fast charge heats up the battery and heat destroys rechargeable batteries. The heat of disagreement does the same to relationships.

Anytime you bring a diverse population of people together you are going to get friction, and friction generates heat (disunity) and disunity destroys relationships. The church is all about relationships! Our relationship to our Lord and God and our relationships as His children gathered together. You see! Unity in the church is critical to our survival and effectiveness for the Lord. That is why Satan works so hard to create friction among us. And most of the friction created in a church like ours isn’t about major, significant issues. 99% of our internal conflicts revolve around minor differences which we make major conflicts.

My daughter Bevin has two cats who love attention, just like all of us love attention. They love to be petted. As long as they are stroked the right direction, head to tail, head to tail everything is just fine. If stroked tail to head though, the chances are the “stroker” will get bitten. Tail to head is the wrong way. Most of the friction in church is caused when we rub each other the wrong way.


Paul has seen that happen in the church and knows how quickly a good church can become an ineffective church for Christ because that church has begun to major on the minors, the “disputable matters”, as he calls them. The disputable matters are those things that have little to do with why the church was formed or what the church believes, or is about. The disputable matters are those things that are preferences or opinion based.

For instance:


I prefer piano and choir music and hymns. Pastor Mike prefers a band, praise worship leader and contemporary worship songs. Some Christians believe any musical instrument is inappropriate in worship, only the human voice should be heard. Which one of us is right? All of us are! This is a disputable matter of personal preference. But, being a disputable matter -  we tend to dispute it. Paul commands us, (he doesn’t just suggest, he commands us), to respect the other’s opinions and preferences. Don’t judge someone over disputable matters! In fact, don’t judge, period. We cannot walk in another’s shoes so we have no reasonable right to judge them. Only God has the right to judge. God perfectly knows each of us. He know why we like certain things and don’t others. He knows our history and our motives. Only God can be the judge of any one of us.

Now, in Paul’s letter he uses food choices as his example. In Paul’s day that was perfectly appropriate. The Jewish Christians had been raised to believe that some foods were forbidden. The formally pagan, now Christians, were accustomed to eating food taken from pagan worship rituals and had no “forbidden foods”. Traditions had become disputable matters and the disputes were causing rifts in the church. Can’t you hear it now? “A respectable Christians doesn’t eat that way.” “Awe, they think they are better than us because we choose not to eat dead animals.” Traditions are simple habits and habits are not holy, not bad, but not holy. They were arguing about minor things and those arguments were dividing the church.

When I had a “real job” ….. I mean another profession; I regularly worked with a contractor from Chicago. One night Sheila and I took him to dinner at the Catfish Cabin Restaurant in Memphis. He ordered turnip greens with his catfish. When the order came he looked at his plate and asked the waiter, “where are my turnips?” “Wal, right thar honey” she replied, pointing to the greens. “That’s not turnips!” he replied, “I don’t know what that is, but that isn’t turnips.” And he wouldn’t eat them. Shucks, I was raised on turnip greens and pot liquor on corn bread. We didn’t even buy the turnips! His northern traditions differed from my southern ones but neither was better than the other.

But food choices are not much of an issue today are they, not in the church? No, we split over worship styles, we leave a church because “people are talking” about us, we divide into denominations over baptismal practices, we argue about the Lord’s Supper, (how often we observe it, what it really is, who gets to do it). We become fixated on what are really insignificant differences, minor issues.


But here is the thing, we are all tempted to pass judgment on minor and disputable things and that is a major problem. Because when we begin passing judgment we weaken the whole body of the church. Because of our varied experiences we see things differently and that difference causes us to judge others and the act of judging weakens the body. Let me give you a simple example. My pastor at First Cumberland Presbyterian Memphis would regularly preach against drinking alcoholic drinks. His father had been an abusive alcoholic. He had seen the damage alcohol can do to some people. To him alcoholic drinks were the devil’s work. But many of us in the congregation regularly enjoyed a drink and never had any negative side effects.  We couldn’t understand our pastor’s position on the subject. We had different experiences and saw things differently. Many Christians in our part of the country assert that drinking an alcoholic beverage is a sin. But nowhere in the Bible does it say drinking alcoholic drinks is a sin. It is true that throughout the Bible you will find that being a drunkard, drinking to the point of drunkenness, is frowned upon and considered contrary to responsible living and sinful. But consumption of any alcoholic beverage is not a sin, unless it gets out-of-hand. The problem with alcohol is that it is easy to overdose, and some people are habitually susceptible. This is an example of a minor theological issue. You have to decide what is best for you. Or in Paul’s words, verse 5b, “Each one should be fully convinced in his own mind”.
 
Now, what Paul was not saying and I am not saying, is that sin and sinful behavior is subjective. (It might be a sin for you but it isn’t a sin for me, or vice versa.) No! We do not get to choose the sins we like and don’t like. The Bible is very clear about what is sinful, (we are not always clear), but the Bible is. If in doubt about something do a bible study, or ask your pastors and we will help you do a bible study.
What Paul is trying to get into our thick skulls is that we must not criticize each other over minor, disputable issues. 


So what do we do? As Christians how now shall we live with each other? This whole section is about Christians living with Christians. In verses thirteen through sixteen we find the answer. I’m going to use the Message paraphrase because I think it does a good job of getting right to Paul’s point. Listen, and I will add my two cents as we read along: “Forget about deciding what’s right for each other.” (I don’t get to decide what is right for you nor do you for me.) “Here’s what you need to be concerned about: that you don’t get in the way of someone else, making life more difficult than it already is.” (Our job is to do everything we can to support and encourage each other.) “I’m convinced – Jesus convinced me!- that everything as it is in itself is holy. We, of course, by the way we treat it or talk about it, can contaminate it. If you confuse others by making a big issue over what they eat or don’t eat, (do or don’t do or practice) you’re no longer a companion with them in love, are you?” 

You see, here is the crux of the matter. God has brought us together to worship and serve Him. We live for each other and are subject to the Lord. We don’t judge each other, that’s God’s prerogative. When we begin judging each other we take on a job that isn’t ours to take, we are not qualified for, and we begin to drive a wedge between ourselves, weakening the whole church.

In I Corinthians 10 Paul returns to this issue, as he will many times. He says that each of us has been set free by Christ to be the person God intends us to be. Therefore, “Everything is permissible (for us) but not everything is beneficial (for us). Everything is permissible but not everything is constructive. Nobody should seek his own good, but (instead) the good of others. Don’t cause anyone to stumble.” When we major in the minors we will always cause people to stumble and we will create division in Christ’s body. None of us wants to do that! The next time you are tempted to criticize someone or share a little piece of dirt about someone, STOP for God’s sake and your churches sake, and ask yourself, “will this help or hurt my family at the church?” Then do what’s right. Amen.
P.S. Next week we will look at what it means to be in this together, how important it is to work for commonly agreed upon purposes.
