  GOOD MORNING!!  Welcome to this reading through of the epistle to the Romans!!  I am reading through this letter of Paul’s with Bishop Emeritus Virgil Moyer and Pastor Lou Smith.

I am also reading Martin Luther’s commentary on this epistle as well.

In his “Preface to the Epistle of St. Paul to the Romans” Luther writes:


“This epistle is really the chief part of the New Testament, and is truly the purest gospel. It is worthy not only that every Christian should know it word for word, by heart, but also that he/she should occupy himself/herself with it every day, as the daily bread of the soul. We can never read it or ponder over it too much; for the more we deal with it, the more precious it becomes and the better it tastes.”

If you know of others who might enjoy a study coming to them at home or the office, just get them to contact Debbie Worley at worley@roanoke.edu.


(TEXT FOR TODAY: ROMANS 14:1-4)

(Romans 14) Welcome those who are weak in faith, but not for the purpose of quarreling over opinions. 2 Some believe in eating anything, while the weak eat only vegetables. 3 Those who eat must not despise those who abstain, and those who abstain must not pass judgment on those who eat; for God has welcomed them. 4 Who are you to pass judgment on servants of another? It is before their own lord that they stand or fall. And they will be upheld, for the Lord is able to make them stand.

PRAYER FOR TODAY: Lord Jesus, thank you for welcoming me into the waters of baptism, into the life of your crucifixion and resurrection, into the family of 
God, into the brand of your cross, into the oil of your anointing, into the 
sending of me as your light to the world, as your ambassador to the world. You 
have welcomed billions through the waters of your baptism, claimed them as 
your very own. Compared to me so many of them are far stronger in faith; may they 
welcome me into the fuller life of your Church. And may I, as your beloved 
servant/ambassador welcome fully all those whom you have welcomed with the 
promise of your death for their sin and your resurrection for their certain hope 
and life. May my thoughts, words, and actions as your ambassador lead to others 
coming to know the promises of your bath and the servanthood of your mark on 
our foreheads. Hear my prayer this day for _______________________. Amen.

Lord Jesus, each day I seek to remember to you the ministerium and 
congregations, the people of your Virginia Synod. Especially this day, as so many come 
to convene in assembly, hear my prayer for safe travel and my prayer that all 
that we say and do to be pleasing in your sight. Enable us to be ambassadors in 
your Name. Amen.

(For those who have the time and desire to read onJ)

1 "Welcome those who are weak in faith, but not for the purpose of quarreling 
over opinions."

("Welcome/receive the one/he who is weak in faith, not into 
quarreling/dialoguing over disputes/arguments."

NRSV has it plural for translation purposes, but it is singular. Give the one 
weak in faith the true welcome and reception due a brother/sister in the 
faith! Don't welcome them like the spider who welcomes the fly to her/his website 
to spin some yarns! One minute you are being welcomed as a brother in Christ 
and the next you are being tested/tried for orthodoxy!

Is one's baptism enough of a sign of one being chosen by God and as a 
brother/sister in the family of God or is articulation of a purity of doctrine the 
essential qualifier? If it is the latter how does one know when one has 
acquired a pure enough doctrine? What is the sign of pure doctrine? Baptism is the 
sign of being claimed by God; doctrine just tries to describe what that 
relationship ought to proclaim and reflect in our life.

So Paul moves on:

2-3"Some believe in eating anything, while the weak eat only vegetables. 
Those who eat must not despise those who abstain, and those who abstain must not 
pass judgment on those who eat; for God has welcomed them!"

(There is one that believes in eating all things, and one weak [in faith] 
that eats vegetables. The one eating is NOT to hate/despise/look down upon/treat 
with contempt/reject the one not eating, and the one not eating is NOT to 
judge/pass judgment/condemn the one eating, FOR God welcome/receives him/this 
one/the same one!

It is hard to know just what issue Paul is addressing within the Roman church 
community. It is not necessarily a Jew versus Gentile approach since it seems 
to be about not eating meat and Jews could eat meat. Later in the chapter 
Paul will speak to meat offered to idols as food that is offered one to eat and 
also whether or not to drink wine. All of these issues could have been VERY 
important and absolutely central to their understanding of faith! There could 
have been the concern from Jewish Christians wanting to remain faithful to the 
Law and its dietary commandments that had to do with being God's person and 
that Gentiles should accept the torah as a part of being Christian. There could 
certainly be a first commandment issue. If one ate the meat sacrificed to 
another God, was this acknowledging the power of that other God represented by the 
idol? Was fermented drink/strong drink permissible.? Was this gratifying a 
passion of the flesh?….Would it lead to gratifying the passions of the flesh?


Now here Dr. Moyer is helpful, “At the beginning of this section of Paul's letter it will be helpful to hear what Anders Nygren says by way of introduction.  He writes: "Unlike Paul's other letters, this one gives but little attention to concrete problems in the life of the congregation.  There is of course a natural explanation for that.  His other letters were written to churches that he himself had established and which looked to him as a spiritual father.  The occasion for those letters was, in many cases, some disturbance which had arisen, which Paul sought to correct with his counsel and instructions.  But as to the church at Rome he is in a different situation.  It was as yet largely strange to him, so it was natural that he should exercise great self-restraint as to the inner concerns of that congregation.  So, up to the point now reached, the whole letter has maintained a definitely objective character.

    Now, for the first time, we come to a section of the letter which is addressed directly to a special situation in the church in Rome.  There was a group in the church which, because of conscience and religious convictions, wanted to refrain from the use of certain foods and esteemed 'one day better than another (14:2, 5, 21).  This group was described as "the weak" by the majority of the congregation, which had no qualms about these matters. The issue was what attitude the church should take to "the weak."

 


I like Paul's usage of words here. The 'one eating' and the 'one not eating,' 
and I like the usage of two different verbs to describe each one. The 'one 
eating' has contempt/looks down upon the other as a 'weaker' Christian. The 'one 
not eating' passes judgment/condemns the 'eating one'. Both are looking down 
upon the other from a superior position-looking down their nose or looking 
down from their bench as judge.

What a contrast to Paul in Philippians 2, "In humility regard others as 
better than yourself," and this phrase is leading into the great creedal confession 
about the mind of Christ who emptied himself. Paul seems to be looking up to 
others and not looking down upon others. 

The next verse in Philippians, "Look not to your own interests but to the 
interests of others." Seek to bind yourself to others, not to distance yourself 
from others.

And the killer, the big "BOOM!" for GOD welcomes that very one!!!! Jesus says 
in John 15, "You did not choose me, I chose you." Where does God do the 
welcoming/receiving? Baptism! There is the sign, the water is poured, the life is 
joined to the death and life of Jesus the Christ, the mark of the cross is made.

How similar these verses are to the story NOT of the prodigal and elder sons, 
but of the waiting father (author was Helmut Thielicke). The FATHER welcomes 
home the prodigal and the FATHER goes out to the elder who won't come in and 
talks to him about welcoming his brother even while the father is inviting the 
elder to come into the party as well.

The 'one eating' screams "Elder!" to the 'one not eating.' The 'one not 
eating' screams, "Prodigal" to the 'one eating.' They are both children….blood 
brothers….of the father who would have them both under his roof.

The word to welcome in the Greek is the exact same word used in verse 1 where 
WE are told to welcome 'the weak one.' Welcome this one the SAME WAY that God 
would welcome the return of his prodigal-running to him, throwing on robes, 
giving rings, shodding with shoes and throwing the most extravagant 
celebrations in the joy of having this one truly home!

"Our" Father links us with all sorts of "weak ones" around this globe and 
around our very own neighborhood.)

But the verses continue not in this line of thought, but in another!

4 "Who are you to pass judgment on servants of another? It is before their 
own lord that they stand or fall. And they will be upheld, for the Lord is able 
to make them stand." 

(Who are you to judge someone else's house servant; before his own lord he 
stands or falls. And he is made/caused to stand!; for that one's lord is able to 
stand him up!

Paul hasn't forgotten the idea of baptism here at all! Scholars have helped 
me to see the neat metaphor of 'standing up' and 'being made/caused to stand' 
as a metaphor for resurrection and for being raised. Jesus Christ who has made 
this one his own servant through baptism will cause this very one to be stood 
up and to stand forever! Jesus isn't going to ask my opinion about his 
servant's worthiness or faithfulness! 

And I notice that Paul doesn't talk now about brothers/sisters but about 
house servants. Brothers and sisters live in a house together and can argue and 
fight and the only thing holding them together is family and blood. Here Paul 
uses 'house servant' as one who is regarded strongly and entrusted with all the 
treasures of the house and as one who is under orders/direction from a lord.

Each of us in this metaphor is highly regarded. We have been brought into the 
household as our place to serve. We have been entrusted with the care for the 
household of God, and while each of us is to work together, each of us are 
accountable to the lord of the house. The line of authority, who is in authority 
is very specific; it is the Lord.

When Paul is talking about 'loving one another' he speaks of brotherhood. 
When Paul is talking about 'judging one another' he moves to servanthood. When it 
comes to determining who is 'in' and who is 'out', who is 'weak' and who is 
'strong', there is only one Lord!

It will be interesting to see how the verses unfold next week!

Now please note Dr. Moyer’s closing comments on this text. Very insightful.

Paul recognizes that there is a serious danger of a split in the Roman congregation.  He is aware, personally, of the peculiar Jewish habits regarding food and holy days.  Those were the clearest "boundary markers" that set Jews apart from Gentiles.  The concern of Paul was not a slight one.  The issue confronting Paul was a fundamental one.  What was at stake was nothing less than the whole self-understanding of this new movement of which Paul was the chief apostle.  Here was a challenge to the definition of Christianity itself.  While most of the Gentiles had moved beyond food and feast days, there were Jews who still held to such observances.  So to abandon these markers, or to insist upon their observance, created a serious issue for Paul.  So Paul confronts this problem with great pastoral sensitivity, recognizing that there were legitimate concerns to maintain old traditions in the face of conflict with less traditional expressions of the gospel.

 


Paul's initial approach sets the tone, "Welcome those who are weak in faith, but not for the purpose of quarreling over opinions."  It is apparent that the majority are not much concerned about food and holy days.  Paul does not want to see their positions imposed upon "those who are weak in faith."  It is interesting to note that Paul makes this an issue of "faith" - they are the  "weak in faith."   Paul recognizes that when those in these two groups come together, it is likely that  those in the majority will try to put forward their position on food and Sabbaths, and "quarreling" is the likely result.  

 

Those in the majority will eat anything,  for their understanding of the gospel does not revolve around such matters as food.  But those who still feel that eating meat and drinking wine is not acceptable need to be understood and not have judgment passed on their deeply held views.  Paul states what is obvious to him.  In spite of their concerns for what they eat and drink, "God has welcomed them."  The majority - "We who are strong enough" (15:1) - should not pass judgment upon those who are servants of God.  They will stand in judgment by God, not by their fellow members of the Roman congregation.  And Paul's conclusion is that God will uphold them and enable them to stand.

 

So Paul begins his effort at settling what could become a very divisive issue.  He warns both sides of the danger that their positions could create.  The more liberal is in danger of condemning and despising the traditionalist.  The traditionalist is in equal danger of judging and condemning the liberal.  So he calls for each side to recognize and accept each other as fully Christian.  God does welcome people who seem to be far "off base."  They are servants of God and both parties have reached their different conclusions before the Lord. 

 

Paul counsels them that they need to be fully convinced that their respective positions are acceptable before God.  So that whatever they do - eat or observe days - should do so in honor of the Lord.  Both parties need to add their "thanks to God" to whatever path their consciences dictate they should follow. )   

