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The Harmony that Glorifies God 
Romans 15:1-7 

 
Intro 
 
James Cameron’s 1997 movie “Titanic” was released in theaters to great acclaim and 
appreciation. I recall that year stories of people heading to the theater many times for repeated 
viewing of the film as it went on to become one of the biggest blockbusters of all time.  
The movie follows a number of real-life characters who were present on that ill-fated voyage 
but one character that is not shown in the film is perhaps one of the greatest of all those who 
were present as the Titanic slipped below the waves, water filling the fractured hull of the ship 
after striking an iceberg.   
That man’s name is John Harper, a Scottish pastor and a widower who boarded the ship with 
his 6-year-old daughter in order to make their way to prominent Moody Church in Chicago, IL 
where he had been invited to become their new pastor. An article at The Baptist Press by 
Douglas Mize describes what happened as the Titanic began to sink:  
 
“Harper successfully led his daughter to a lifeboat. Being a widower, he may have been 
allowed to join her but instead forsook his own rescue, choosing to provide the masses with 
one more chance to know Christ. Harper ran person to person, passionately telling others 
about Christ. As the water began to submerge the “unsinkable” ship, Harper was heard 
shouting, “women, children, and the unsaved into the lifeboats.” Rebuffed by a certain man 
at the offer of salvation Harper gave him his own life vest, saying, “you need this more than I 
do.” Up until the last moment on the ship Harper pleaded with people to give their lives to 
Jesus.” 
 
Harper eventually lost his life in the icy-waters but not before one last effort. In a meeting of 
Titanic survivors several years later, a man rose to his feet to speak: 
 
“He testified he was clinging to ship debris when Harper swam up to him, twice challenging 
him with a biblical invitation to “believe in the Lord Jesus Christ and thou shalt be saved.” He 
rejected the offer once. Yet given the second chance and with miles of water beneath his 
feet, the man gave his life to Christ. Then as Harper succumbed to his watery grave, this new 
believer was rescued by a returning lifeboat. As he concluded his remarks at the Ontario 
meeting of survivors he simply stated, “I am the last convert of John Harper.” 
 
John Harper was a Christian who was willing to lay down his life for the sake of others. Though 
he could have boarded the lifeboat with his daughter he sacrificed that opportunity in order to 
bring Christ to the passengers of the Titanic. He may have survived if he had kept his life-jacket 
but he gave up even this in order to bless a man who refused and rebuked him “you need this 
more than I do” - believing that his death would be gain in the presence of Christ.  
While this an extraordinary, inspiring story that none of us will likely duplicate, yet it is a picture 
of the calling that comes to each one of us to have a willingness, an inclination for self-sacrifice, 
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giving up rights and comfort, laying down our lives for the good of others and for the unity of 
the body of Christ  
 
Our text continues to instruct us about just this kind of lifestyle - a lifestyle of self-sacrifice that 
brings great glory to God and harmony in a local church 
 
Three points to instruct us about unity - Our Call, Our Example, Our Prayer as we work for unity 
in a church full of different kinds of people with differing convictions on all manner of 
disputable issues.  
 
I. Our Call 

 
A. The inspired Apostle Paul has been explaining and exhorting about how to navigate 

disagreements between believers in a local church over disputable or debatable 
matters of what it means to be faithful to God. 
1. Highlighted for us a central concern - the issue of our conscience  

a) Weak = sensitive conscience - adding rules to what it means to be faithful to God 
that aren’t clearly found in Scripture - Jewish scruples diet, expand to all kinds of 
things - NOT SIN   

b) Strong = a liberated conscience - not to sin but to live in the felt freedom of the 
gospel of grace  

2. There is a right side and a wrong side to issues like these - Jewish scruples - 
expanded to “anything” - they shouldn’t be thinking this way and yet he changes the 
conversation to address the way we relate to each in disagreement and focuses on 
how we deal with our conscience.  
a) v. 23 “whatever does not proceed from faith is a sin” 

(1) If you believe that to engage in an activity that other Christians feel freedom 
to participate but that you have a conviction of conscience would be to sin 
against God - don’t do it! 
(a) The sin is not in the action but in the intent - if you believe you are 

sinning against God then you must not violate that conviction - guarded 
and protected - conscience can be hardened and corrupted - dangerous - 
develop a pattern that leads to real sin 

b) Caution - strong preference vs. conviction of conscience - Christians elevate and 
spiritualize dislike when it’s really more in the category of strong preference  
(1) I “really don’t like it” not equal to it is a sin against God  

(a) THE QUESTION TO ASK - I BELIEVE I AM SINNING AGAINST GOD? 
CLARIFYING  

(2) Adding rules or resisting activities because of conscience = weak conscience - 
counterintuitive since they think they are strong  
 

B. He presses more deeply into all of this as we enter chapter 15 = we who are strong 
(freedom) have an obligation to bear with the failings of the weak (conscience) and not 
to please ourselves 
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1. We - he aligns himself with the strong - if you are strong in faith - liberated from 
needless scruples and rule-keeping to be faithful to God - IOW your God-given right 
freedoms in Christ - you must be willing to lay down that freedom. And those rights 
when your freedom may tempt a brother or sister to stumble - to go against 
conscience  
a) Weak = real failings - we want them to step out of failure and into freedom - 

insist or badger them  
 

C. We may be tempted to think that strength should be marshaled to do what we want to 
do - emphasis here is to use strength to serve others in their weakness  
 

Strength is for service, not status. (E. Peterson) 
 

1. Counter-cultural and counterintuitive - the strong in this fallen world are so often 
the big-shots with status that get their own way and engineer their prosperity - the 
kingdom of God turns that upside down - instead of living to please ourselves we 
are called to please others  

2. Not about “people pleasing” - flattery and living for the approval of others - people 
pleasing is sinful - living for others benefit and spiritual health is godly pleasing of 
others and is commanded  

3. Our natural inclination and default is so often to please ourselves - to get our way - 
for others to bend their wills to our preferences - oh we don’t need any instructions 
that we should try to please ourselves - rather the opposite - our natural inclination 
is to center ourselves and our desires  
 

Illustration: 4,000 results on Amazon - when the God’s Word talks about pleasing yourself and 
love your neighbor as you love yourself it does so with the implication that we are already 
doing this. You need to know that God loves you - that he forgives you - makes all the 
difference - rooted in his love we free ourselves from walking around insisting that the world 
bend to my preferences.  
 

4. The priority is on others - serving them even in—especially in their weakness and 
failure  
 

[23] “All things are lawful,” but not all things are helpful. “All things are lawful,” but not all 
things build up. [24] Let no one seek his own good, but the good of his neighbor. (1 
Corinthians 10:23-24) 
 

D. EACH OF US - EVERYONE - weak and strong - The call is repeated from 14 - build each 
other up- we are called to build up the weak rather than crush them with our insistence 
on getting our way - to strengthen them “How can I help?” 
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E. Application 
1. Is this your mindset in disagreement? When you see others struggling? This is a vital 

essential hallmark of the redeemed community  
 

This does not necessarily mean that the strong are to adopt the scruples of the “weak.” But 
what it does mean is that they are sympathetically to enter into their attitudes, refrain from 
criticizing and judging them, and do what love would require toward them. Love demands 
that the strong go beyond the distance implied in mere toleration; they are to treat the weak 
as brothers and sisters. (Doug Moo) 
 

2. This isn’t a call to be “nice” - “nice” people can hide their selfishness behind that 
veneer - since love, care and self-sacrifice  
a) This counterintuitive and countercultural calling to live for the good of others 

would crush us if it wasn’t for what follows  
 

II. Our Example 
 
A. He brings what is most important and most needed into any and every conversation on 

unity and self-sacrifice - the Lord Christ - the call to self-sacrifice is immediately followed 
by Christ for he did not please himself - quite the opposite  
 

[6] who, though he was in the form of God, did not count equality with God a thing to be 
grasped, [7] but emptied himself, by taking the form of a servant, being born in the likeness 
of men. [8] And being found in human form, he humbled himself by becoming obedient to 
the point of death, even death on a cross. (Philippians 2:6-8) 
 

1. HE DESERVED ALL OF THE HONOR AND GLORY AND PLEASURE IN THE UNIVERSE AS 
THE SINLESS SON OF GOD  

2. WE WHO HAVE SINNED AGAINST HIM DESERVE ONLY JUDGMENT AND HELL - HE 
DID NOT SEEK TO PLEASE HIMSELF BUT SACRIFICED HIMSELF IN OUR PLACE ON THE 
CROSS - SIN AND JUDGEMENT  
a) THAT IS THE ONE WHO WE TRUST AND SERVE  

 
B. Reaches back into the OT - Psalm 69:9 - a word fulfilled in Christ “the reproaches of 

those who reproached you fell on me” - he was willing to bear death at the hands of his 
enemies - how can we not lay our lives down for those who are our brothers and 
sisters?  
 

Jesus was willing to be mocked, tortured and killed by those who are God’s enemies. He did 
that to serve those around him, and we are to have the same attitude toward everyone 
around us—to live sacrificially to build them up. (Tim Keller) 
 

C. He continues as he affirms that this Psalm is a piece of the whole of OT Scriptures that 
continue to have relevance for the Christian  
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1. Not to make more rules - Jewish converts tempted to Old Covenant - but to show us 
Christ - LUKE 24 - ALL THE OT IS ABOUT HIM - to give us endurance and 
encouragement and hope  
 

Illustration: Forcefully reject and attempt Throw out the Old Testament - unhitch from the OT 
 
Illustration: the relevance of the Scripture - experiential apologetic  
 

D. The Scriptures are given to us by God to strengthen us to persevere in self-sacrifice, 
humility toward others if and when we disagree - to look to the future with hope  
1. WHAT A GIFT - CELEBRATED - REVERED - CONSUMED - DON’T CUT YOURSELF OFF - 

ENDURANCE, ENCOURAGEMENT, HOPE THAT GOD DESIRES FOR YOU TRANSFORM 
THE WAY WE VIEW DEVOTIONS  
 

Something is wrong if one only studies the Scriptures academically and does not regularly 
receive nourishment and strength to live the Christian life. (Thomas Schreiner) 
 

E. Application 
1. In our calling to self-sacrifice, we must live near the cross - grace-empowered self-

sacrifice and care 
2. Strong biblical doctrine is not set up against a culture of grace - the academic 

eggheads vs. the regular, kind people - biblical, Gospel doctrine is the lifeblood of a 
healthy church as it reveals Jesus as he really is  
a) Gospel-culture - a culture of people in a local church that together experience 

encouragement to endure with hope - delighting in self-sacrifice and unity  
 

Churches that do not exude humility, inclusion, peace, life, hope, and honesty—even if they 
have gospel doctrine on paper, they undercut their own doctrine at a functional level, where 
it should count in the lives of actual people. Churches that are haughty, exclusivistic, 
contentious, exhausted, past-oriented, and in denial are revealing not just a lack of niceness; 
they are revealing a gospel deficit, a doctrinal betrayal. (Ray Ortlund Jr.) 
 

3. Why in all of this talk about unity we are directed to Christ and the Scriptures  
 

III. Our Prayer 
 
A. Concludes with a prayer - an appeal to the God of endurance and encouragement - only 

makes sense that his Word supplies and produces those things because the character of 
God is employed - the one who has provided his Word. 
1. Grant - give to you - give to the church - something only he can give  
2. The grace to live in harmony with one another, in accord with Christ Jesus  

a) in agreement with the character and cross of the Lord Jesus Christ and in accord 
with the Union and unity in the body of Christ  
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an interweaving of different accounts into a single narrative pleasing arrangement of parts 
 

3. With this stunning result - that we may with one voice glorify the God and Father of 
our Lord Jesus Christ.  
a) DO YOU WANT TO BRING GLORY TO GOD? 

 
Divisions in the church over nonessentials diverts precious time and energy from its basic 
mission: the proclamation of the gospel and the glorifying of God. (Doug Moo) 
 

B. Application 
1. Add this biblical prayer to your life - for this church  
2. Want to glorify God? Not only exploits - gentle, humble, sacrificial harmony  

a) START TODAY THE MINUTE WE DISMISS - MARRIAGE - FRIENDS - KIDS JUMP 
RIGHT IN - BRING GLORY TO GOD! 

Close  
 
John Harper chose to give up his life to bring the gospel to those fleeing the Titanic. Remarkable 
sacrifice. We will likely not be called to give up our life in that kind of way but we are called to 
choose to sacrifice our lives for each other for the sake of our unity, our harmony so that we 
can be a church that brings glory to God. 
Let us do so. Let’s bring glory to God with sacrificial, joyful love and unity. WE PRAY  
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