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In 2005 historian Doris Kearns Goodwin’s book about Abraham Lincoln was released under the title “Team Of Rivals: The Political Genius of Abraham Lincoln.”  It’s quite a long read – 944 pages.  Steven Spielberg has the rights to the movie version of the book, and Liam Neeson will reportedly play the role of Lincoln, though there is no date set for the film’s release.  The gist of the book is this.  Lincoln’s road to the Presidency was a particularly hard-fought one.  He was strongly opposed by many in his own party, and was of course vigorously opposed in the election itself.  Lincoln understood that our country was at a crossroads when he took office in 1861, and that it was crucial for the survival of the Republic that we be as united as possible.  So Lincoln did something that had rarely been done before and has rarely been done since – he appointed those politicians who had been most critical of him during the election to some of the highest posts in the government.  He made rival Edward Bates the Attorney General; he made rival Salmon Chase the head of the Treasury Department; and he made his bitterest rival, William Seward, the head of the State Department.  And amazingly, it worked.  The “team of rivals” helped our nation survive what was without question the most tumultuous period in our history.

In some ways we who make up the Church are a team of rivals.  Some of us are 49er fans and some of us are Raider fans, and we love to give each other a hard time.  Some of us are Giants’ fans and some of us are A’s fans, and some are even Dodger fans, which is especially hard for some of us to stomach.  Some of us are big supporters of President Obama and some of us campaigned against him.  Many of us have opposing views on health care reform, on the war in Afghanistan, on how to balance the budget, and on a host of other important issues.   We have wildly different tastes in clothes, in what we like to eat, in the music we listen to, and in the TV shows we like to watch.  And yet here we are in church together, singing songs some of us like and some of us don’t in honor of our common Lord Jesus.

 But let’s be honest about this.  There are times when we don’t get along so well.  There are times when we who follow Jesus rub each other the wrong way.  There are times when our differences bubble to the surface and disrupt the life of our community.  And it is in those times that we need a special measure of grace, the grace that enables us to get along even when we disagree.
That’s Paul’s topic in Romans 14 and 15, and it’s our topic for this morning as we finish our study of the Book of Romans.  We aren’t entirely sure of the specifics of the disputes that were disrupting the church at Rome, but what is clear in these chapters is how we are called as followers of Jesus to handle our differences today.

Accept Each Other Even When We Don’t Agree With Each Other
Here’s Paul’s first point – as followers of Jesus, we are to accept each other even when we don’t agree with each other.  Look at how Paul opens his discussion of this topic in Romans 14:
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.  (Romans 14:1-4)  

Now before we get to the bigger point, I feel compelled to point something out.  As one who loves to eat at Arby’s, did you notice what Paul says about the person who only eats vegetables?  That’s right – the person whose faith is “weak” only eats vegetables.  This just might be my new life verse.
Now clearly there’s more going on behind the scenes than meets the eye.  Why, we wonder, is there a dispute in this church about eating meat and vegetables?  Was there a small group in the church that did a study on nutrition and decided that if you really loved God you would only eat vegetables?  Was there a group who believed that to be a real Christian you have to eat meat?   Let’s keep reading in Romans 14 and see if we can get any other clues to what’s really going on to cause this apparent dissension in the church of Rome:

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.  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 … So whether we live or die, we belong to the Lord.  (Romans 14:5-8)
So there are at least two issues that seem to be dividing the Romans – what to eat, and what days, if any, to consider sacred.  In you look down at verse 21 you will see one more issue – whether or not to drink wine.  So let’s see if we can understand what these disputes were all about and why they were causing so much discord in the church.
You might remember me saying a few times before in this series that there were two groups of Christians in this church and in most of the first churches – there were Jewish Christians and there were Gentile Christians.  The Jewish Christians had been raised from birth to follow the strict requirements of the Mosaic Law.  Then they came to believe that Jesus was their Messiah.  But the issue for them then became whether or not accepting Jesus as their Messiah meant that they didn’t have to follow the laws of Moses.  Those laws included dietary laws about what was and wasn’t kosher.  Those laws said that there were some days that were particularly sacred, days like Passover and the Day of Atonement and the Feast of Tabernacles and other days.

On the other hand, the Gentile Christians didn’t have any of those concerns.  They didn’t care whether the food was kosher, and they had never celebrated any of the Jewish holidays.  So when some of the Jewish Christians said, “Hey, if you really want to be obedient to God you have to keep kosher,” the Gentile Christians naturally disagreed.  

And before we blow off the whole kosher thing and the vegetable thing too quickly, let’s remember a time in biblical history when God very clearly honored his people for maintaining an all vegetable diet.  Do you remember the story of Daniel?  Daniel had been captured by the Babylonians and taken to Babylon to be raised in the service of King Nebuchadnezzar.  And when the Babylonians brought Daniel and his friends the royal food and wine, do you remember what Daniel did?  He said this: “Please test your servants for ten days; give us nothing but vegetables to eat and water to drink.  Then compare our appearance with that of the young men who eat the royal food.”  (Daniel 1:12-13)  And here was the result: “At the end of the ten days they looked healthier and better nourished than any of the young men who ate the royal food.  So the guard took away their choice food and the wine they were to drink and gave them vegetables instead.” (Daniel 1:15-16)   So why did Daniel do that?  Here’s how one biblical scholar explains it: “The Mosaic law did not, of course, demand abstinence from meat or wine.  But scrupulous Jews often avoided eating meat if they could not be sure it had been prepared in a kosher manner.  They would similarly abstain from wine out of a concern that it had been tainted by the pagan practice of offering wine as a libation to the gods.” (Douglas Moo, NIV Application Commentary, p. 452)  So you can just imagine the Jewish Christians saying something like this to the Gentile Christians: “Hey, don’t you remember the story of Daniel?  Don’t you remember how God honored and blessed him for being so careful about what he ate and drank?  It just makes sense to us to do the same thing, and we think you should do it too.”
To which the Gentile Christians replied, “What?  Give up my lunch date at Arby’s?  Are you serious?  Look, I’ve eaten meat all my life and I’m not about to give it up now, especially when there’s no law from God that prohibits it.  And I think you’re kind of a goof for giving up meat yourself.”

Now what’s kind of interesting is that Paul, who was raised as a strict Jew, takes the side of the Gentiles in this whole thing.  He calls those who just eat vegetables the “weaker” brothers.  But while Paul thinks it’s just fine to eat meat, his bigger point is this – accept each other.  Accept each other even when you disagree with each other.
Our society considers tolerance to be one of our greatest virtues.  My observation, though, is that a lot of people misunderstand what it means to be tolerant.  For example, some people say that it’s intolerant for a Christian to try to persuade someone else to believe in and to follow Jesus.  They say it’s being intolerant whenever someone says “I think I’m right and I think you’re wrong.”  In this view to be tolerant means that we all agree, that we simply say “We’re all right.”

But that’s not being tolerant.  In fact, you can’t be tolerant unless you have a disagreement.  If I think we’re both right, then what it there for me to tolerate?  I can only tolerate you if I think I’m right and you’re wrong.  To be tolerant doesn’t mean we all agree; to be tolerant means that I am willing to accept you and respect you even though I disagree with you.
And that is what we owe each other in the church at a bare minimum – tolerance.  Even if I disagree with your political views, I owe it to you to accept you and respect you; I am to be tolerant of you.  And one reason to be tolerant of each other even when we disagree is that we aren’t each others’ judges.  God is our judge.  Listen to how Paul says it in Romans 14:  “You, then, why do you judge your brother?  Or why do you look down on your brother?  For we will all stand before God’s judgment seat … So then, each of us will give an account of himself to God.” (Romans 14:10-12)  

By the way, this is just one of many verses in the New Testament that reminds us that each of us as Christians is going to sit down with God for a performance evaluation, that each of us will be accountable to God for how we lived our lives as followers of Jesus.  It’s not like God is going to say to us, “Alright, everyone into heaven.  I don’t care how you lived, I don’t care what you did with your resources, I don’t care whether you took the Bible seriously, you’re all in and it’s all good.”  That’s not what the Bible says is going to happen.  This is how the Bible says it: “For we will all stand before God’s judgment seat … Each of us will give an account of himself to God.”  But while we will answer to God, we don’t answer to each other when it comes to these issues that Paul calls “disputable matters.”  And for that reason we can tolerate each other even when we disagree with each other.
But what Paul is talking about when he commands us to accept each other goes beyond tolerance.  He doesn’t just want us to “put up with” each other; he wants us to embrace each other.  We all know the difference between tolerating someone and embracing them.  It’s one thing, for example, to be willing to show up at the same family function as that left-wing, Dodger-loving brother-in-law, just as long as he keeps his distance.  It’s another to embrace him, to seek him out, to listen to him respectfully, to show genuine interest in his life, to give him a hug and wish him the best.  And that’s what the Bible calls us to when it commands us to accept those we don’t agree with – not merely to tolerate them, but to embrace them.
Distinguish Between Morals And Mores
Now we need to make an important distinction on this topic, and that is the distinction between morals and mores.  Look back at Romans 14:1 – “Accept him whose faith is weak, without passing judgment on disputable matters.”  I want us to focus for a few minutes on what the Bible means by “disputable matters.”  As we read through the Bible we come across a certain number of commands, commands of things we should do and things we shouldn’t do.  The Bible commands us to worship God.  The Bible commands us to be pure.  The Bible says we should not steal, we should not commit adultery, we should not commit murder.  And then there are a host of other issues that the Bible neither commands nor prohibits.   When it comes to those things, we are not to judge each other.  We are to accept each other.
But that doesn’t mean we are never to judge.  What do you think we should do, as followers of Jesus, if we discovered that the people who were counting our offerings were stealing the church’s money?  Would you say, “Well, it’s not for us to judge.  That’s between them and God.  We just need to be tolerant of them.”  I hope you wouldn’t say that.  I hope you would say, “We need to confront them; they need to be held accountable for their sin.”  Do you remember how Jesus said it?  Here are the words of Jesus: “If your brother sins against you, go and show him his fault, just between the two of you.  If he listens to you, you have won your brother over.  But if he will not listen, take one or two others along, so that every matter may be established by the testimony of two or three witnesses.  If he refuses to listen to them, tell it to the church …” (Matthew 18:15-17)  Jesus doesn’t say, “Don’t judge your Christian brother for sinning against you; he’s not accountable to you.”  Jesus says just the opposite.  He tells us to go to our brother and to confront him with his sin, and if he doesn’t listen to us then we are to bring along some others with us.  
When it’s a matter of morals, when it’s something the Bible either commands or prohibits, it is our responsibility to hold each other accountable for our actions.  We don’t do it to be mean.  We do it to try to help the offending person to be obedient to Jesus, to help them get themselves right with God.  One author puts it like this: “Telling people what they want to hear is not love.  When people are engaged in destructive, soul-threatening behavior … they need someone who will tell them the truth.”  Or listen to these wise words from one of the great Christians of the 20th Century, Dietrich Bonheoffer, who lost his life at the hands of the Nazis in 1945: “Nothing can be more cruel than the leniency which abandons others to their sin.  Nothing can be more compassionate than the severe reprimand which calls another Christian in one’s community back from the path of sin.”  When we see a follower of Jesus clearly being disobedient to what the Bible commands, it is an act of love to call that person out, to go to that person and tell them that what they’re doing is wrong.
That’s what we do when it’s a matter of morals.  But that’s not what we do when it’s a matter of mores.  Do you remember what mores are?  Mores are customs, traditions, matters of preference.  When it comes to mores, we need to simply accept each other, even if we don’t agree with each other.  Let me give you an example from my last trip to India.  My friend Pastor Philip was showing me an artist’s drawing of the new Grace Public School, a school for young children who live in this large slum in the heart of Delhi.  The school will also be used on Sundays for church services.  In this picture the artist showed people sitting in chairs in a church setting.  Pastor Philip told me that this drawing stirred up many of the folks in the church there.  I asked why; I couldn’t possibly see how it would be offensive to show people using chairs in church.  So he explained that in that particular culture you had to sit on the floor to worship.  People said to Pastor Philip, “Pastor, how can we possibly worship God sitting in chairs?”  
So let me ask you – is that a matter of morals or mores?  Clearly that’s a matter of mores.  The Bible doesn’t forbid us from using chairs in worship.  Sitting on the floor to worship is matter of custom and culture, not a commandment.  And in those matters Paul says to us, “Folks, show some grace to each other.  Accept each other.  Agree to disagree.”  When another follower of Jesus violates the morals of the Bible, the Bible challenges us to give each other grief, but when we’re only talking about mores, we are to give each other grace.
Give Priority To Our Common Purposes
And here’s one last point, as we finish off Romans and look forward to the 40 Days of Purpose – give priority to our common purposes.  Look at these words from Romans 14 and 15:
For the kingdom of God is not a matter of eating and drinking, but of righteousness, peace and joy in the Holy Spirit, because anyone who serves Christ in this way is pleasing to God and approved by men.

Let us therefore make every effort to do what leads to mutual edification.  Do not destroy the work of God for the sake of food … It is better not to eat meat or drink wine or to do anything else that will cause your brother to fall … Accept one another, then, just as Christ accepted you, in order to bring praise to God.  (Romans 14:17-21; 15:7)  
Beginning next week we will be rediscovering God’s purposes for our lives.  One of our common purposes is to bring praise to God – that’s the purpose of worship.  As Pastor Rick Warren puts it, we were planned for God’s pleasure.  And according to Paul one of the ways we bring praise to God is to accept each other, to embrace each other, to include each other on our team.  So if we’re focused on fulfilling our purposes, we will make it a point and a priority to accept each other even when we disagree with each other.
A second purpose we will learn about is the purpose of fellowship.  As Rick Warren puts it, we were formed for God’s family.  So let me ask you this – does everyone in your family have the same taste in food?  Let’s say that there’s five of you in your family, and you as the Dad say, “Tonight we’re going out to our favorite restaurant.”  What are the chances that all five of you will pick the same restaurant?  In our family the chances are slim to none.  Believe it or not, I’m the only one in our family who would pick Arby’s.  So what do you do?  Everyone gives a little.  You negotiate and you compromise.  No one says, “If we don’t go where I want to go, then I’m not eating.  I’ll just sit there and pout.”  And for anyone who would say that, Paul has this word: “Do not destroy the work of God for the sake of food.”  Paul wants us to remember the big picture.  He wants us to remember what’s really important and what’s not important.  Here’s what’s important, he says: “For the kingdom of God (or we might say “the family of God”) is not a matter of eating and drinking, but of righteousness, peace and joy in the Holy Spirit.”  What’s important is not that all five of us in the family get to eat our favorite food every meal; what’s important is that we share our lives together, that we spend time together, that we listen to each other, that we connect to each other, that we have fun being together.   What’s important isn’t what we eat or drink; what’s important is being a family.
And the Bible says that we were formed for a family, that one of our common purposes is to be connected to each other and to be committed to each other as followers of Jesus.  Our commitment to each other is far more important than whether or not we agree on the specifics of health care reform.  
So here’s what we’re going to do today as we begin to practice the grace of getting along and accepting each other even if we don’t agree with each other.  Normally at the end of the service I pray, the band leads us in a song, and then we look for the people we know best and talk to them for a few minutes before we head off to our separate lunches.  This morning I want to ask you to do something different.  We’re going to bring up the house lights, and before we sing our final song, I’d like you to do a couple things.  First, if you see someone you don’t know, go introduce yourself to that person and find out something about them.  Your friends promise not to be hurt if you walk past them to go talk to someone else for a couple minutes.  And if you happen to be unable to find someone you don’t know, find someone you know and find out something that the two of you disagree about – Raiders vs. 49ers, Diet Coke vs. Classic Coke, whatever.  And then tell each other something like this: “I’m glad we’re family. Thanks for being here this morning.  I’d like to get to know you better.”  OK?  So I’m going to give you 3 or 4 minutes to get up and talk to some folks, and then the band will lead us in our last song.  And be sure to be here next Sunday for the kick-off of 40 Days of Purpose.
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