
Sermon 198: Romans 15:5-7: A Prayer for Unity

OUTLINE

Prayer for unity
Shape of unity

INTRODUCTION

One of Christ’s desires for His church is unity, John 17:20-21, ‘"I do not ask for these only, 
but also for those who will believe in me through their word,21 that they may all be one, 
just as you, Father, are in me, and I in you, that they also may be in us, so that the world 
may believe that you have sent me.’  The Spiritual unity that Christ is asking of the Father 
here was given on the day the Spirit was poured out on Pentecost.  Every Christian receives 
in the gospel a uniting with Christ which is also a uniting with every other Christian so that 
we are literally members of each other as we co-inhabit Christ by the Spirit.  This is a unity 
that comes from the Father not created by us, it is a unity we receive and not a unity we 
manufacture, it is a unity as indestructible as Christ Himself and a unity we cannot break.  
So in the Spirit and invisibly there is a real mystical unbreakable bond between Christ and 
His people and therefore we are unbreakably bound to every other believer.  Death can 
separate your soul from your body but not from the body of Christ.  Death can sever the 
one flesh union between husband and wife but not the one Spirit union of believers.  You 
are not the one who by your ecumenical efforts answers the prayer of John 17; that prayer 
was to God and is answered by God.  Yet there are also commands to be united and prayers
to be united in the church.  We are called to manifest the unity we already have, to put on 
display the unity God has caused to exist.  This is the unity Paul is praying for in Romans 
15:5-7, ‘May the God of endurance and encouragement grant you to live in such harmony 
with one another, in accord with Christ Jesus,6 that together you may with one voice glorify 
the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ.7 Therefore welcome one another as Christ has 
welcomed you, for the glory of God.’  

Today we want to talk about unity in the church, not the type God creates when we are 
united to one another and Christ by the Spirit when we are born again, rather the external 
and visible demonstration of that inner unity in our love relations towards one another.  
There are four basic ways to get this external unity.  Firstly, if I am incredibly humble and 
you are right I might be willing to say, ‘I will be more like you.’  Then the conflict of our 
differences disappears as I be more like you.  Secondly, if I am incredibly proud, when there
are differences I could insist that you be more like me.  Thirdly, there is the road of 
compromise where we both agree to give up some of our principles and we meet one 
another half way.  The first is rare, the second is sin, the third often comes at the expense 
of truth and conscience.  And so there must be a fourth where we all agree in the Church to
be more like Christ.  And we see in verse 7 that this is what Paul encourages the Romans, 
the strong and the weak to do. 

So as we look at the apostle Paul seeking to bring unity into this church we want to look at 
these verses under two headings, firstly, the prayer for unity, and secondly the shape of 
unity. 

Prayer for unity

V5-6, ‘May the God of endurance and encouragement grant you to live in such harmony 
with one another, in accord with Christ Jesus,6 that together you may with one voice glorify 



the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ.’  A few observations before we dig in.  Firstly, 
notice how Paul refers to God, as ‘the God of endurance and encouragement.’  This of 
course is a reference to the endurance and encouragement of v4.  In verse 4 we saw how 
the word enables these things, but here we see more of Paul’s thinking as He says God is 
the one who enables these things.  If we bring them together we learn that God through His
word enables us to endure and be encouraged.  Are you struggling in your spiritual walk to 
endure or be encouraged then allow God to minister to you through His word, go to church, 
sit under the preaching, read your bible’s daily, get strong teaching out of it.  Don’t digitally 
dope yourself when your down, dig deeper into the word.  The God of endurance and 
encouragement causes us to endure and be encouraged through His word.  Secondly, notice
that Paul changes his tone of address.  When he says ‘you’ this is in the second person 
plural which is now a form of direct address to the whole church.  Where he has been 
moving between the strong and the weak, he brings these truths to the whole church not 
just the strong or the weak.  

Paul prays then for the Roman church ‘to live in such harmony with one another, in accord 
with Christ Jesus.’  The words in the Greek that refer to having harmony with one another is
literally to think the same thing.  So to transliterate Paul is saying ‘to live thinking the same 
thing with one another.’  This is very important in light of what Paul has been doing in 
Romans 14-15.  There are definitions of unity that allow for no variations or differences.  As 
if in a type of Communist state where everyone needs to be brainwashed and has to have 
the exact same opinion on every matter otherwise the unity of the whole is felt to be 
compromised, so some churches insist that everyone have the exact same doctrine, jot and 
tittle.  The literal meaning of ‘harmony’ would seem to be ammunition that points in that 
direction.  But this is why it is so important to note Paul’s use.  You see He has just been 
talking about the differences between the weak and the strong.  On the one hand there are 
those with the correct doctrine and others whose view of things is incorrect.  Paul instead of
forcing everyone to have the exact same teaching makes allowances for differences. We 
must stress that the differences are not in first order things like the Trinity or justification by
faith alone, but in secondary matters like the continuing significance of OT law.  Paul 
acknowledges that if a person’s conscience is bound by a certain understanding, the way of 
love is not to force them into agreement but to serve them and accommodate them.  

So then coming back to what Paul has said here.  If Paul has literally said for us to think the 
same thing, what does he means and what does he not mean?  It does not mean that we 
cannot have unity unless we are all agreed on every minor matter.  Paul must mean then 
that the same mind is not in regard to agreeing on every point of doctrine but on treating 
one another in a Christ like way.  In other words, we may not all agree on every point of 
doctrine but we can all agree to love one another as Christ has loved us.  Once again let me
stress that Paul is not saying doctrine does not matter, there are many verses we could 
point to where Paul anathematises those who change key doctrines like the gospel.  The 
truth most certainly matters, but on matters that are debatable, we do not have to push as 
hard as we would on primary things.  Paul’s approach is a double honouring of both truth 
and love and not one at the expense of the other.

Some have a version of unity that is primarily an organisational unity.  The Roman Catholic 
Church for example historically taught that they were the only true church and you could 
not be saved unless you are part of their visible organization.  Those who have a stress on 
the external aspects of unity also usually push for a strict uniformity.  It is very clear by the 
situation Paul is dealing with in Rome that this is not Paul’s methodology.  Therefore those 
who strictly enforce uniformity are going against the spirit of what Paul is promoting when 
he talks about thinking the same thing.  It is not to be robots who have the same thoughts 



as one another, but to all have the same love and goals as one another even though there 
will be other minor differences.  It is a unity that encompasses diversity not a unity that 
destroys it.    

This is extremely helpful to us as a Reformed Baptist Church.  Reformed Churches in general
are prone to stress truth at the cost of love.  And so like all those traditions that have a 
strong emphasis on truth we will err on the side of being judgemental and loveless.  So we 
should be striving for unity even when we disagree.  If we have different views on the best 
way to worship, on the necessity of head coverings, on our different views on the 
millennium or bible translations, if we have different views on Christian education, on 
consuming alcohol, differences on the Lord’s Day, baptism, and many other things.  If they 
are not central truths and clear commands, if our fellow Christians are not deliberately 
pursing sin but doing it to the glory of God, then unity is not forcing them to agree with you 
but in both sides agreeing to accept and serve one another in Christ.  

Does this mean that we should not have denominations?  In an ideal world, yes we 
shouldn’t, but in a fallen world they become a necessary evil.  There are three opinions on 
this.  Firstly, there is the person who believes that their particular denomination is the only 
true church.  This is a violation of the truth that God has His people all over the world in 
many different places.  No single denomination is the repository of truth.  Secondly, there is 
the person who is non-denominational, this is the opposite extreme reaction that has to 
downplay important truths like baptism, the Lord’s Supper, church government and other 
things over which Christians differ trying to define Christianity by an impoverished core of 
select teachings.  The third view, which I hold says that due to our finiteness, and our 
sinfulness, perfect unity this side of heaven cannot be reached.  And so although many 
Christians can be united in love towards one another, organisational unity cannot always be 
reached.  Although I could pray and go on camps with, and attend conferences and worship
with many different types of Christians I could not plant a church with every type of 
Christian.  For example, we are Baptist and there are paedobaptists, those who baptise 
babies who hold 95% of the same teaching we do.  However, we could not plant a church 
together, because what would we do with the kids?  I would say they should not be 
baptised until they confess faith but our paedobaptist brethren who do not believe baptism 
saves but who believe that baptism has replaced circumcision, think that they should be 
joined to the visible church in baptism.  Despite this difficulty we do seek out fellowship with
paedobaptist brethren and express our unity with them in things like conferences.

Does this mean that we should not have membership in our churches, in other words that 
we just allow all sorts of different types of Christians of very different types into the 
membership?  No!  the reason different denominations exist is because different types of 
Christians are not able to agree on important things like baptism.  To have unity does not 
mean to have it at the cost of truth or the violation of our consciences.  We must remember 
that there can be no unity but in the truth.  The reason why we do not admit paedobaptists 
into the membership is not because we do not believe they are Christians, their confession 
of saving faith is orthodox.  No, rather we recognise of necessity that in order to run a 
church, and in particular a Baptist church where the congregation does a lot of voting, it is 
important that only those of particular convictions be allowed into the membership.  Baptist 
members can fire the pastor, sell the property, and change the doctrinal standards of the 
church, we guard our beliefs by admitting those who substantially agree.  Baptism and who 
we baptise plays an important part in defining the church, and so cannot be overlooked in 
who becomes a member.



  But saying that we desire unity with all of Christ’s church and so we have opened the table
to our paedobaptist brethren.  Not because we recognise their baptism, we do not, they say 
we are Anabaptists because we administer a second baptism, we say of them that they are 
not baptised at all.  However, we acknowledge that in their consciences they believe they 
have obeyed the command to be baptised and so admit them as convinced Christians to the
table.  It is different to admit someone who believes they have obeyed the command to be 
baptised than to admit someone who does not believe you have to obey the command to be
baptised.  I would more readily admit someone to the supper who owns their baby baptism 
than someone who thinks baptism is not a command all Christians have to obey.

Some forms of organizational unity need agreement, but even where there is disagreement 
there should be Christian warmth and love.  In the Roman church judging and despising not
warm acceptance and service were the norm.

Shape of unity  

Any one mindedness or harmony we seek with other Christians should always be as Paul 
says next, ‘in accord with Christ.’  In other words, the rule that governs our harmony is not 
the latest political theory like critical race theory or intersectionality but Christ.  What does 
this mean?  It means that our accepting of one another must keep in step with Christ.  It 
means keeping in step with His ways, by acting towards one another in grace.  It means 
keeping in step with His purposes, in other words seeking a united body to the glory of God.
It also means seeking unity with those who are in Christ and it means keeping in step with 
those who agree with Christ and are in the truth.  It implies being more loving than you ever
thought, but it also means being more committed to truth.  Verse 7 which is also Paul’s 
concluding summary advice says the same thing, ‘Therefore welcome one another as Christ 
has welcomed you, for the glory of God.’

Formerly the Romans were treating one another along historical, national, and racist lines.  
The old animosity between Jew and Gentile, the old scorn that the Romans poured on Jews 
and the old prejudice that Jews had against unclean Gentiles was causing these Christians 
to look at each other through their old lenses and not through Christ.  The doctrinal 
differences on secondary things revealed this underlying problem.  Paul tells them not to 
treat one another as they used to, but in the new way as Christ welcomes a sinner to 
Himself.

  Christ touches the leper that no one else would touch, Christ allows a prostitute to wash 
His feet and treated her with kindness when everyone else in the room could not see past 
her profession, Christ speaks words of assurance to a criminal dying for his crimes, Christ 
talks with a woman who dared only come to the well in the heat of the day when no other 
women would be around and patiently pushes through her arguments and gently talks 
about her sin, Christ visits the house of hated Zacchaeus, He washes the feet of His betrayer
and those who were about to abandon Him, He restores an ashamed Peter to ministry and 
service. 
 
And then there is you.  You who have broken all ten of God’s commandments.  You have 
had many other gods beside Him.  You have remade Him into your own image or an idol of 
your imagination.  Your have dishonoured His name.  You have sinned in your work and 
your worship.  You have rebelled against those authorities that God has put in your life, your
parents, your elders, your husband, your government, your boss, your principal.  You have 
murdered in your hearts, committed adultery in your hearts, you have not been generous 
and not protected your neighbour’s property, you have lied to and about your neighbour 



and you have coveted many things.  There is hardly a command from God that you have not
broken or will break.  And yet He has been patient with you.  He has not killed you in 
judgement.  He has given you every good gift in creation to enjoy.  You have your health, 
your family, your work, your hobbies and enjoyments.  You have all that you have in NZ.  
You have used His breathe and gifts and used them sinfully and selfishly.  And yet this God 
has loved you even when you hated Him.  He sent His Son, to become a man, infinite God 
assuming to Himself a finite nature.  He lived a full human life subject to all the weaknesses 
and temptations you face yet endured it all without sin.  Then He allowed us to kill Him as a 
sacrifice to pay for our crimes, our many crimes.  And upon saving you He made you His 
child, He gave you access to His throne, He gave you an inheritance, a family, a purpose 
and restored your fallen humanity.  He is all your heart has longed for and promises a time 
when all that is wrong will be made right.

  Welcome one another as Christ has welcomed you.  He took us to be a bride to Himself, 
how should you welcome each other?  He took us to be a body with Himself, how should we
welcome each other?  He split His inheritance with us, how should we welcome one 
another?  I hope that you can now see that the best welcome you have ever given another 
is nothing like the welcome He has given us.  This is the bar and we cannot lower it.  We 
thought we were such nice people before now, but now we see how far short we fall of 
being Christ to one another.  

There is a third notion in these verses that give us the shape of our unity, v6, ‘that together 
you may with one voice glorify the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ.’  This verse 
spells out the purpose of our unity, but we will not have time to explore that in our sermon 
today.  We can see that God desires to create a united people in order that He may be 
glorified, but we will look at that next week.  The point is want you to see now that speaks 
to our present concern of the shape of unity is in that word ‘together.’  This is a word 
borrowed from the political realm which alludes to unity, but in particular it was a word used
to describe the early church.  Turn with me quickly to Acts.  1:14, ‘All these with one accord 
were devoting themselves to prayer, together with the women and Mary the mother of 
Jesus, and his brothers.’  2:1, ‘When the day of Pentecost arrived, they were all together in 
one place.’  2:46, ‘And day by day, attending the temple together and breaking bread in 
their homes, they received their food with glad and generous hearts.’  4:24, ‘And when they 
heard it, they lifted their voices together to God and said, "Sovereign Lord, who made the 
heaven and the earth and the sea and everything in them.’  You get the point.  That early 
revival community where everyone newly saved and freshly enthused who were dwelling 
together as a type of manifestation of the new creation community.  That is the oneness we
should be seeking.  

Now many have got the impression from reading Acts 2 and 4 that the oneness is in fact a 
communal oneness.  There are those who believe that it is a sin to own property and that 
the early church at its purest gave us the example of selling all our possessions, owning 
nothing and having all things in community.  It is clear from Acts 2:45 that the early 
Christians did indeed sell possessions and property to meet the needs of those in the 
church.  But it is also clear from the very next verse that they did not sell everything for 
they still met in one another’s homes.  One commentator speaks about the practice of 
Hellenistic Jews buying burial plots in the promised land, it very well be that these excess 
pieces of land some of what were sold and distributed.  But communalism aside, their unity 
is apparent in their love, their worshipping together, their meeting together for prayer and 
their willing sacrifice to meet others needs.  Paul is praying that the accord/togetherness of 
the early church would be the unity of the Roman church, and we should pray that for 
ourselves as well.  



Paul is drawing his thoughts together as he presses towards the end of this section.  Let pull
together in closing then some of the main principles and instructions Paul has given to 
encourage unity so far.  Welcome your brother and sister in Christ.  Without compromising 
the major truths we hold in common do not fight with other Christians on matters of 
conscience.  Do not judge or despise one another.  Pursue what makes for peace and 
mutual upbuilding.  Do not please yourselves.  Bear with one another’s failings.  Pursue a 
unity that agrees with Christ.  Do not destroy the work of God by causing another to 
stumble.  Do not usurp God’s judgement throne.  Do not reject Jesus body, or devalue what
Jesus bought at the cost of His life.  Be united in love and worship for the glory of God.       


