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 We’re moving into a new chapter today, but it’s still the 

same theme.  Paul is discussing the tension between the weak and 

the strong.  In the church in Rome in Paul’s day, there was a divide 

between two groups of believers.  There were those who continued 

to follow the Old Testament commandments about clean and 

unclean foods and the observance of religious days.  These were 

probably mostly those from a Jewish background.  That group is 

referred to here as the weak in faith.  The strong were those who 

recognized their newfound freedom in Christ that released them 

from those Old Testament ceremonial constraints.   

 Paul’s way of dealing with this tension is to admonish the 

whole church not to be divisive with regard to these differences.  

He basically tells them to live with the differences, and to do so in 

a peaceful manner.   

 Moving now into chapter 15, Paul directly addresses the 

strong in verse 1.  He says that the strong should bear with the 

weaknesses of the weak.  As we’ve talked about in our study of 

chapter 14, a believer ought to be willing to limit their liberty out 

of love toward other believers.  In the words of verses 1-2, we 

should not be focused on pleasing ourselves, but pleasing our 

neighbor and building up those around us.  Christian liberty is a 

precious thing.  But the opportunity to build up other believers is 

even more precious.  

 Now, one of the striking things about this long section of 

Romans is that the issues don’t seem to be that weighty.  Whether 

to eat meat or not, whether to drink wine or not, whether to 

observe certain religious days.  Why does Paul spend so much time 

on this?  They are non-essential issues, after all.  But the way that 

we deal with these non-essential issues is extremely weighty.  So 

throughout chapter 14 and continuing into chapter 15, there are 

these very deep theological points that undergird the exhortations 

to build up rather than tear down and to foster peace and unity 

rather than being divisive.  Whether you eat or drink is not the 

main concern.  But we must, as the church, be able to deal with our 

differences in a way that honors God and reflects to the world 

around us that God has changed us. 

 In this passage Paul again digs down deep into some 

beautiful Gospel truths that will encourage us and inspire hope 
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within us.  I want to start in verse 4 with a point that may seem 

unrelated to the matter at hand.  But Paul is going to show us here 

how the Old Testament is an encouragement to us that portrays the 

sacrifice and service of Christ, which is then an example for us to 

follow and is ultimately for the purpose of glorifying God. 

 So let’s look first of all, at the fact that the Bible gives us 

hope. 

The Bible Gives Us Hope (verse 4) 

 “For whatever was written in former days was written for 

our instruction, that through endurance and through the 

encouragement of the Scriptures we might have hope.” (Romans 

15:4, ESV)  

 The word translated “written in former days” is one word – 

prographō.  It’s the word for write – graphō, with the preposition 

pro attached to it, which means “in front of” or “before.”  It’s the 

things written before.  At the very beginning of this letter, Paul 

referred to “the gospel of God, which he promised beforehand 

through his prophets in the holy Scriptures, concerning his Son . . 

.” (Romans 1:1-2).  There he used the word “promised” with the 

preposition pro attached to it.  Things were written, things were 

promised, before hand – long before the time Paul was writing.  So 

this letter of Romans stands in a long line of Gospel revelation.  

This story did not begin in the first century A. D.  It began long 

before then, in the events recorded in the Old Testament.   

Long before the Son came to earth to accomplish our 

salvation, there were promises and prophecies which God gave to 

His people.  We can trace this all the way back to Genesis 3:15—

the protoevangelion, or the first gospel.  God said to the serpent, in 

the midst of pronouncing the curse upon sin, “I will put enmity 

between you and the woman, and between your offspring and her 

offspring; he shall bruise your head, and you shall bruise his heel.”  

Even in that moment, immediately following the Fall, there was 

already gospel.  God was already making this promise that He 

would send a Savior, who would be an offspring of the woman, 

and this Savior would crush the head of the serpent.     

 And then throughout the rest of the Old Testament there are 

additional promises and prophecies of God’s plan to send a Savior 

and rescue His people from their sin.  God promised to Abram that 

He would bless all the families of the earth through him.  And in 

the heart-wrenching account of Abraham taking Isaac up Mount 

Moriah to sacrifice him, we have a foreshadowing of God the 

Father sacrificing His own Son.  Isaiah 53 is a very well-known 
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prophecy of Jesus’ sacrificial death.  “But he was wounded for our 

transgressions; he was crushed for our iniquities; upon him was the 

chastisement that brought us peace, and with his stripes we are 

healed.” 

 We think here also of Jesus talking to those two disciples 

on the road to Emmaus, after His resurrection, and how He said to 

them, “These are my words that I spoke to you while I was still 

with you, that everything written about me in the Law of Moses 

and the Prophets and the Psalms must be fulfilled.”  The Old 

Testament is about Jesus.  The Old Testament points to Jesus, 

prophecies about His life and death and resurrection, it gives 

promises to God’s people about the coming Messiah.   

 In our text today from Romans 15 Paul quotes an Old 

Testament passage that foreshadows the sacrifice and service of 

Jesus Christ (which we’ll talk about in a little bit), and then gives 

us this word about the significance of the Old Testament Scriptures 

for our lives today.   

 Another passage where Paul talks about the importance of 

the Scriptures is in 2 Timothy 3. 

“But as for you, continue in what you have learned and have firmly 

believed, knowing from whom you learned it and how from 

childhood you have been acquainted with the sacred writings, 

which are able to make you wise for salvation through faith in 

Christ Jesus. All Scripture is breathed out by God and profitable 

for teaching, for reproof, for correction, and for training in 

righteousness, that the man of God may be complete, equipped for 

every good work.” (2 Timothy 3:14–17, ESV)  

When Paul reminds Timothy of the “sacred writings” that 

he was taught even from childhood, he’s talking about the Old 

Testament Scriptures.  And he says the Old Testament writings 

“are able to make you wise for salvation through faith in Christ 

Jesus.”  We may be prone to thinking that it’s only the New 

Testament that really teaches about salvation through faith in 

Christ Jesus.  But the whole Bible is about Jesus, and therefore the 

whole Bible is beneficial for our faith.   

 The Old Testament, as well as the New Testament, (the 

Scriptures) are able to teach us about salvation through faith in 

Christ Jesus.  The Scriptures tell us what it is that has caused us to 

be separated from God, and also how God has made a way through 

His Son Jesus Christ to erase that separation and bring us into a 

peaceful and joyous relationship with Him.  Isn’t this a remarkable 

thought, that the God of the universe wrote a book for us, in order 
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that we might know who He is and how to be reconciled to Him.  

God has revealed Himself to us so that we don’t have to be 

ignorant concerning sin and righteousness and faith and salvation.   

 We shouldn’t take it for granted that we have access to the 

Bible.  This is God’s revelation.  He has spoken.  He’s not an 

anonymous deity who is hiding in the heavens.  He is a personal 

God, and He has spoken.  And these writings are able to instruct us 

concerning the most important matters of our existence.  If we 

understand the truth of this Book, and we put our trust in Jesus 

Christ alone for the forgiveness of our sin, we will be saved.  We 

will spend eternity in heaven.  But for those who ignore this truth, 

and think they’re good enough on their own (they don’t need Jesus, 

they don’t need forgiveness), those individuals will spend eternity 

in hell.  That’s why it’s impossible to overstate the importance of 

this Book.  This book is able to make you wise for salvation 

through faith in Christ Jesus.        

 We need to be instructed in all these important realities.  

And we’re told in Romans 15:4, in our passage for this morning, 

that all those things written long ago were written for our 

instruction.  Isn’t that amazing!  Things written so long ago, had a 

specific intention and design for us today!  Don’t ever say that the 

Bible is irrelevant.  Don’t ever say that the Bible has no application 

for your life.  It is for our instruction.  It is there to tell us the Good 

News.  And, as Paul says here at the end of verse 4, we are to be 

encouraged through the Scriptures, and it is so that we might have 

hope. 

 Notice that the beginning of verse 5 refers to the God of 

endurance and encouragement.  And verse 4 refers to endurance 

and encouragement of the Scriptures.  And we might ask, Does 

endurance and encouragement come from God or from the 

Scriptures?  And the answer, of course, is YES!  God reveals 

Himself and His plan of salvation through the Scriptures, and as 

we listen to His Word we will become filled with hope. 

The Story of Joseph 

 I want to spend a little time now sharing with you a specific 

story from the Old Testament that I think should give us great 

hope.  I want to do this to give a clear illustration of the first point.  

The Bible gives us hope.  The Old Testament gives us hope.  

Here’s a specific story from the very first book of the Bible, one 

that you may already be familiar with.  It’s the story of a man 

named Joseph.  Genesis 37-50 tell many of the details of Joseph’s 

life, beginning when he was 17 years old.   
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 Of Jacob’s sons, Joseph was the eleventh born son, out of 

12.  However, he was the first-born son to Rachel.  You see, Jacob 

had more than one wife, which is never a good idea and is not the 

way it’s supposed to be.  But that’s the way it was in this family.  

Rachel was the favored wife, and Joseph, being born to Rachel 

after years of barrenness and being born in Jacob’s old age, was 

the favored son.  It was very evident to everyone around that 

Joseph was the favorite son.  Jacob didn’t try to hide it in any way.  

In fact, he flaunted it.  He made Joseph a robe of many colors to 

say, “Look, everyone!  This is my favorite son!”  In a family of 12 

sons, that is a recipe for disaster.  The father’s favoritism bred 

jealousy and hatred among the other brothers.   

 To add to the tension, Joseph had some bizarre dreams 

about his brothers and even his parents bowing down to him.  And 

rather than keeping the dreams to himself, he told his brothers, and 

they hated him all the more. 

 Then the brothers seized upon an opportunity to harm their 

brother (37:12ff).  The brothers were tending Jacob’s flock near 

Shechem.  And Jacob sent Joseph to check on them.  Joseph 

journeyed from the Valley of Hebron to Shechem, which would 

have been about a 50 mile trip.  Then, as he wandered through the 

fields, he providentially met a man who directed him to Dothan, 

another 15 miles north.   

 Joseph’s brothers saw him coming from a distance.  They 

must have noticed the coat and knew that it was the dreamer, the 

favorite son of their father.  And they burned with rage toward him 

and planned to murder him.  Reuben, the oldest brother, wanted to 

rescue Joseph, so he suggested they throw Joseph into a pit.  

Reuben’s plan was to come back for Joseph later.  But instead, 

again providentially, a caravan of Ishmaelites (also known as 

Midianites) arrived.  And Judah, another one of the brothers, 

suggested that they sell Joseph to these Midianites.  And that’s 

exactly what they did.  They sold their brother for 20 shekels of 

silver. 

Reuben was absent when this happened.  And he was very 

distraught when he returned and realized that Joseph was gone, 

because Reuben had planned to rescue Joseph.  The brothers, then, 

put goat’s blood on Joseph’s robe and then deceived their father, 

making him think that Joseph had been killed by a fierce animal. 

Joseph ended up in Egypt, where Potiphar, the captain of 

the guard, bought Joseph from the Ishmaelites.  There’s a hint of 

hope in this, because, first of all, Joseph is not dead.  He was 

spared from his brothers’ original plan to kill him.  And secondly, 
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even though Joseph is a slave, he belongs to a very powerful man 

in Egypt, an officer of Pharaoh, the captain of the guard.  And the 

rest of the story will reveal how God’s providential placement of 

Joseph in Potiphar’s house eventually leads to the fulfillment of the 

dreams and the fulfillment of God’s plans.  But it doesn’t happen 

how we would expect it to.  It starts on a positive note.  Joseph 

was very successful, because God blessed everything he did.  And 

Potiphar recognized this and put Joseph in charge of his entire 

household.   

And everything seems to be going alright, except for one 

problem.  Potiphar’s wife.  Potiphar’s wife found the young Joseph 

very attractive, and she tried to seduce him.  She tried this 

repeatedly.  She was relentless.  But Joseph refused to sleep with 

her.  He knew that it would be a great offense against his master 

and his God. 

But instead of being rewarded for his righteous behavior, 

Joseph was punished for it.  Potiphar’s wife, in her rejection and 

rage, decided to lie.  She turned the tables and accused Joseph of 

trying to seduce her, and this landed Joseph in jail.        

Again there is a glimmer of hope, because at least he’s not 

dead.  He very well could have been executed for this accusation 

that was brought against him.  And even though Joseph is now a 

prisoner, he is “where the king’s prisoners were confined” (v. 20).  

He is put in a place where he is going to meet someone who has 

direct access to Pharaoh himself! 

 That person is Pharaoh’s cupbearer.  Just like Joseph’s 

success in Potiphar’s house, God also blesses him in prison.  God 

is with Joseph throughout all of these difficult times.  But when the 

cupbearer is released from prison and restored to his position, he 

forgets all about Joseph for 2 years. 

Joseph was wronged by his brothers, by Potiphar’s wife, 

and now also by Pharaoh’s cupbearer.  Many wrongs were 

committed against him, but the Lord was with him, showing him 

steadfast love, and the Lord had a reason and a purpose in all of 

this.   

 Finally, the story turns around and Joseph is exalted.  It’s a 

story of going from riches to rags to riches.  He had been the 

favored son of wealthy Jacob, then a slave and prisoner, and now 

he is exalted to a very elevated position in Egypt.   

Pharaoh had two dreams, which nobody could interpret for 

him.  And that’s when the cupbearer remembered Joseph.  In 
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God’s providence this is the first step of Joseph’s exaltation.  

Pharaoh sent for Joseph.  Joseph interpreted the dreams with 

amazing insight and wisdom.  And it pleased Pharaoh so much that 

he made Joseph second in command.  He ruled over all of Egypt.  

And as the story goes on, we see God using Joseph to preserve 

many lives during the course of a severe famine.     

 He who was once in an exalted position and was then 

humiliated, has now risen to the right hand of the throne.  This 

sequence of exaltation, humiliation, and then exaltation, ought to 

remind us of the One who is so much greater than Joseph.  Our 

Lord Jesus Christ who humbled Himself to take on human flesh 

and to suffer on the cross, who then rose from the grave and is 

exalted on high. 

 At the end of Genesis Joseph is reunited with his brothers.  

And the brothers are terrified because they assume Joseph is going 

to take his revenge.  But something different happens, something 

unexpected, something Christ-like. 

Joseph told them, “Do not fear, for am I in the place of 

God? As for you, you meant evil against me, but God meant it for 

good, to bring it about that many people should be kept alive, as 

they are today. So do not fear; I will provide for you and your little 

ones.” Thus he comforted them and spoke kindly to them.” 

(Genesis 50:15–21, ESV)  

That is a tremendous story of hope.  We see God’s 

providence over many sad events.  We see God’s grace in the life 

of Joseph, who forgave those who had hurt him so deeply.  And in 

this we see a foreshadowing, a preview, of what our Lord Jesus 

Christ did for us. 

Christ Welcomes Us (verses 3 and 7) 

 And this is the very thing Paul directs our attention to in 

verse 3 of Romans 15.  Verse 4 plays a supporting role, reminding 

us of the great treasure Scripture is.  Verse 3 quotes from Scripture, 

from the Old Testament, to tell us something about Jesus.  And 

here we see something remarkable about the unity of these biblical 

books.  The Old Testament (Genesis – Malachi), which is about 

the first three-quarters of the Bible, was all written long before 

Jesus came to earth.  The New Testament (Matthew – Revelation) 

was written after Jesus came to earth.  But here’s the amazing 

thing—the whole Bible (Old Testament and New Testament) is 

about Jesus.  The Old Testament anticipates Jesus’ coming.  The 

New Testament reflects on His earthly ministry, and His death and 
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resurrection, and anticipates His second coming, and unpacks all 

that means for us.   

 We see this in Romans 15:3 because Paul quotes from 

Psalm 69.  Paul quotes from this Psalm in the Old Testament 

which was written long before Jesus even came to earth, but he 

quotes it in such a way that we see how Psalm 69 is actually 

alluding to the sacrifice that Jesus made on the cross.  The words 

Paul quotes from Psalm 69 are these: “The reproaches of those 

who reproached you fell on me.”  We find in those words of the 

psalmist an expression of what Jesus accomplished on the cross.  

Jesus, the Son, is saying to God, the Father, “The insults of those 

who insulted you have fallen on me.”  I’ll take the fall.  I’ll take 

their blame.     

 In this way Christ welcomes us.  He did not please himself, 

as the first part of verse 3 says.  Instead, He laid down His very life 

on our behalf.  He made the ultimate sacrifice in order to serve us 

and save us.   

Hebrews 12:2 describes Jesus as “the founder and perfecter 

of our faith, who for the joy that was set before him endured the 

cross, despising the shame, and is seated at the right hand of the 

throne of God.”  

 I read that particular verse because I want us to see that 

Jesus made such a sacrifice, and He did so while being filled with 

joy and hope.  We shouldn’t think that being sacrificial, being a 

servant, means you give up on joy or hope.  No, Christian sacrifice, 

Christian service, is fueled by joy and hope.  So don’t misread 

those phrases in verses 2-3 about not pleasing yourself.  It doesn’t 

mean you become a joyless, unhappy person with a martyr 

mentality.  It means you pursue your joy in Christ by sacrificing 

and serving like Christ did, and by seeing with the eyes of faith the 

great inheritance that awaits us in heaven.      

We Are to Welcome One Another (verses 1-2, 5, 7) 

 “We who are strong have an obligation to bear with the 

failings [literally, the weaknesses] of the weak, and not to please 

ourselves. Let each of us please his neighbor for his good, to build 

him up.” (Romans 15:1–2, ESV)  

“May the God of endurance and encouragement grant you to live 

in such harmony with one another, in accord with Christ Jesus, 

that together you may with one voice glorify the God and Father of 

our Lord Jesus Christ. Therefore welcome one another as Christ 

has welcomed you, for the glory of God.” (Romans 15:5–7, ESV)  
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I’ve heard a little rhyme that goes like this: “To dwell 

above with saints we love.  Oh, that will be glory.  But to dwell 

below with the saints we know.  Well, that’s a different story.”  We 

have to acknowledge that this is not an easy thing that God’s Word 

is telling us to do.  It’s not something we’re naturally inclined to 

do.  We need God’s grace to live this out.   

 And that’s why it’s so crucial that we see the Gospel 

foundation for these commands.  We’ve seen that the Bible gives 

us hope.  And one of the things the Bible is all about is the 

sacrifice of Christ and how He welcomes us to Himself even 

though we are rebellious sinners. 

 And now we need to see that built on Christ’s selfless, 

sacrifice for us, we become selfless and sacrificial.  We are called, 

not to please ourselves, not to look at what’s going to make us 

most comfortable.  But we’re called to look to the needs of others.  

We are to welcome others like Christ has welcomed us.   

Over the past few weeks I’ve drawn various applications 

from this passage about fostering unity in the midst of our 

differences.  Another one I want to hit specifically this morning is 

the reality of ethnic differences.  Paul talks about that later in this 

chapter.  He talks about Jews and Gentiles.  So an additional 

application of being sensitive to one another and building up one 

another in spite of our differences is to think of this in light of 

racial differences.   

 My question for you this morning is: How are you doing at 

welcoming others?  And we have to recognize that it’s relatively 

easy to welcome those who are most like us.  If a newcomer walks 

through these doors and upon first glance you conclude, “That 

person appears to be similar to me.  Same color skin.  Dressed in a 

way that’s similar to how I dress.  Seems to be in a similar season 

of life—single, married, married with kids.  Similar age. Etc.”  

You make that conclusion, and then you’re a very welcoming 

person.  Well, that’s not what this passage is talking about.  

Anybody can do that.   

 What this passage is talking about is welcoming those who 

are not like us, welcoming those who are different than us, 

welcoming those whom we’re not naturally inclined to welcome.  

After all, that’s what Christ did for us.  There was a huge barrier 

between us and Him—a huge chasm.  But He made a tremendous 

sacrifice to bridge that gap.  This text is calling us to a similar 

sacrifice.  We need to put aside our comfortable routine.  We need 

to scrutinize our routines and customs and assumptions.  And we 
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need to go out of our way to welcome those who are different than 

ourselves. 

 As we reflect on recent tragedies that have been so 

prominent in the news—the death of Treyvon Martin in 2012, and 

very recently the death of Michael Brown in Ferguson, Missouri 

last month—we need to open our eyes to the fact that racial 

tensions are still very much an issue in our country, and in our city.  

Many of you don’t need to be told that.  You see it, more than you 

would like.  But for those of us who are part of the ethnic majority, 

we can easily be blind to this.  I’m realizing more and more that 

the first thing I need to acknowledge is that I’m blind to many 

things.  But when I acknowledge that blindness, that lack of 

perspective, that can motivate me to listen and to ask questions and 

to try to see things from other vantage points.  So I spend time 

talking with brothers and sisters in Christ who are from other 

ethnic backgrounds.  I want to hear your perspective.  I want to 

know what Pittsburgh looks like through your eyes. 

 And I hope that as I listen to you, and as you patiently 

educate me, and as many of these conversations happen in our 

congregation and as relationships are built, my prayer is that Three 

Rivers Grace will increasingly be a place where people from all 

different backgrounds feel very welcome here.  I hope that you’ll 

pray with me to that end.  And I hope that you’ll move out of your 

comfort zone to welcome one another as Christ has welcomed you.     

For the Glory of God (verses 6-7)  

The last point is that this is all for the glory of God.  In 

verse 6, the hope expressed in Paul’s prayer here is that we would 

glorify God.  And in verse 7 he states that welcoming one another 

as Christ has welcomed us is for the glory of God. 

We are not interested in harmony for the sake of harmony.  

We’re not interested in racial reconciliation simply as an end in 

itself (and that’s not to diminish the value of it in any way).  But 

it’s simply to say: there’s something even higher, something even 

more valuable.  And that is the glory of God. 

 Diversity is talked about a lot these days.  It means various 

things to various people.  I certainly celebrate diversity in many 

ways and long for greater diversity in our congregation.  The all-

important reminder of that last phrase in verse 7 is that diversity is 

not an end in itself.  Unity in the midst of diversity is a very 

precious thing that serves to highlight the miracle of the Gospel, 

and thus put a spotlight on the greatness and grace of God.   
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 I hope, as a result of our study this morning, you will have 

a renewed passion to read the Bible.  The Bible gives us hope.  

Scour the Bible for hope-filled promises, like our fighter verse for 

this week: “Know therefore that the LORD your God is God, the 

faithful God who keeps covenant and steadfast love with those who 

love him and keep his commandments, to a thousand generations,” 

(Deuteronomy 7:9, ESV) The Bible gives us hope.   

 Reflect also on the sacrifice of Jesus Christ, who has 

welcomed us.  Which, in turn, motivates us to welcome one 

another.  And this is all for the glory of God. 


