
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Connection with Unit Theme:  To complement the small group study Dealing With 
Messy Relationships. We live in an increasingly polarized society. It’s not simply that we 
disagree with people but we also tend to disassociate from others we disagree with. 
There seems to have been a similar situation to those Paul writes to in Romans. We 
have much to learn from his words to them.  

Introduction:  

Jane Addams, who had co-founded the Hull House, was given honorary membership in 
1900 to the Daughters of the American Revolution (DAR). But her antiwar stance during 
World War I, and her insistence that even subversives had a right to trial by due 
process, caused her to be expelled from the group. Later she had commented on the 
fact that she thought her membership in DAR was for a lifetime, but apparently it was 
only for as long as she kept in agreement with them.  

Stories like this are multiplied in our “cancel culture”. And as polarization becomes even 
further entrenched in the fabric of our society this will be increasingly pervasive. The 
Bible outlines a much different plan and path. Perhaps the God-centered acceptance 
outlined in the book of Romans can help Christians navigate (and even lead) in such 
murky waters.  

1. Our welcoming comes from God’s welcoming us.  
 
A church, or a Christian that struggles with accepting others who have differing opinions 
is likely someone who has not fully grasped the implications of the gospel. Romans 15:7 
tells us that our acceptance of others is to be modeled after God’s acceptance of us. 
What does that mean? “While we were yet sinners Christ died for the ungodly”. His 
accepting us into His family wasn’t dictated upon our worthiness but upon his action.  
 
A church that is welcoming to one another—and especially to those who differ is a 
church at remembers its alien status. But show me a church that does not practice 
hospitality and I will show you a church that is comfortably living the American dream. 
They’ve started thinking that they are home and so they’ve lost their sojourner impulse. 
 
Throughout the narrative of Scripture God’s people are portrayed as sojourners. They 
are slaves in Egypt. Exiles in Babylon and Assyria. This doesn’t change in the New 
Testament. Our Master didn’t have a place to lay his head. We are strangers. Aliens. 
Sojourners. 
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When we embrace this it isn’t hard for us to associate with the bewildered single mom 
trying to get her three scraggly-headed kids through the door. The fact that she’s a 
stranger here on a Sunday morning is obvious to all. And so the alien in us begins to 
emerge. We remember what it was like when the Lord picked us up out of a pit so we 
greet her with warmth instead of apathy. 

 
2. The strong must take the initiative 

One of the greatest reasons for our fighting and polarity in our culture is because both 
sides are afraid to take the initiative and lay down their weapons. Paul doesn’t mince 
words here about which “side” is supposed to take the initiative in being welcoming. The 
“strong” are enjoined to bear with the failings of the weak. This means they are to put 
their needs and their freedoms above their own. Can you imagine what this would look 
like in our churches and our society if we labored to put the needs of others above our 
own?  

Our problem isn’t that people hold onto doctrine and say that truth matters. The core of 
our problem is the way in which we self-centeredly hold onto such truths. Ligon Duncan 
is correct:  

For many years there have been people who said the real obstacle to unity is 
doctrine. We've got so many doctrines. There's such a long list of doctrines that 
we can't be unified, because we've got all these doctrinal differences. If we just 
got rid of doctrine, we’d have unity. 

That's not what Paul says. You know what the real obstacle to unity in the church 
is? It's not legitimate differences of opinion. You can live in unity with someone 
with a legitimate difference of opinion. There are lots and lots and lots of things in 
life on which we can have legitimate differences of opinion and still love one 
another, and still get along with one another, and still work with one another. But 
do you know what the true obstacle to unity is? Selfishness. Self-centeredness. 
Putting yourself first. That is the true obstacle to unity in the Christian life — self-
centeredness, selfishness, me-first. And the Apostle Paul is out to blow that apart 
in this passage. 

Those who believe they’ve got a leg up on the argument ought to be the first ones to 
initiate a gracious acceptance of another person.  

3. Harmony is a fruit of God’s grace and leads to God’s glory 
Ultimately such unity is a fruit of God’s grace. It comes not only from God’s initial saving 
grace but also from his continued work of grace in our lives. John Newton shows what 
this looks like:  

Whoever is truly humbled — will not be easily angry, nor harsh or critical of 
others. He will be compassionate and tender to the infirmities of his fellow-
sinners, knowing that if there is a difference — it is grace alone which has made 
it! He knows that he has the seeds of every evil in his own heart. And under all 
trials and afflictions — he will look to the hand of the Lord, and lay his mouth in 
the dust, acknowledging that he suffers much less than his iniquities have 
deserved. 
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This ends in God’s glory. Notice in verse 7 that all of this leads to “the glory of God”. 
How beautiful of a picture we paint when we have diverse people with differing opinions 
(even heated disagreements) who gather together and put the love and honor of Christ 
above themselves? What does this communicate about the glory of God when we drop 
both our petty squabbles and our most dearly held opinions so as to “welcome one 
another as Christ has welcomed you”?  

Conclusion: 

The condescension and welcoming of Christ is our model in this. I appreciate these 
words of C.S. Lewis: 

Lying at your feet is your dog. Imagine, for the moment, that your dog and every 
dog is in deep distress. Some of us love dogs very much. If it would help all the 
dogs in the world to become like men, would you be willing to become a dog? 
Would you put down your human nature, leave your loved ones, your job, 
hobbies, your art and literature and music, and choose instead of the intimate 
communion with your beloved, the poor substitute of looking into the beloved's 
face and wagging your tail, unable to smile or speak? Christ by becoming man 
limited the thing which to Him was the most precious thing in the world; his 
unhampered, unhindered communion with the Father. 

This is what we are called to model.  

Mike Leake is the husband to Nikki and father to Isaiah and Hannah. He is also the lead pastor 
at Calvary of Neosho, MO. His writing home is http://mikeleake.net  


