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The passage we will examine today is the same one that Rev. Daniels expounded at our recent Presbytery meeting, so I’m tempted simply to play a copy of his message instead of attempting the impossible task of trying to add to his wisdom.  He chose this passage for our Presbytery at a time when some of our congregations have split or left us, and thus saw in this passage a command for us to be patient with one another and to exercise mutual forbearance when we disagree.  There is great wisdom in such counsel, and the Presbytery would do well to heed it.


But does this advice always apply?  Are there never instances where Presbyterians should stand up for what is right, even at the risk of losing friends and long-time connections?  Well, having read much of the epistle to the Romans, what would Paul say about this?  Are there things in this letter on which Paul did not and would not compromise?  Are there things in the gospel that simply must be believed?


Look back at chapter 10, verses 1-4.  After much anguish, Paul announces that many of the people in his own family are not in a saving relationship with God.  Accepting Christ as Lord and Savior is simply not optional.  Faith in Christ is essential for salvation – in fact, this is the central message of the Book of Romans.  It was presented positively in chapters 3-8, stating the good news that all who trust in Jesus Christ are saved by trusting into Him, by becoming part of His body.  The same truth is presented negatively in chapters 9-11 – if the good news is that we can be saved by trusting in Christ, that necessarily means that we can only be saved by trusting in Christ.  Apart from Christ there is no salvation.


In short, that means there are some essential parts of the gospel that can never be compromised.  There are also essential parts of our human response to the gospel that can never be compromised.  This is the theme of chapters 12 and following.  For example, after reading 12:3-8, would Paul say that it is optional for a Christian to use his gifts for the benefit of others?  After reading 12:9-13 and 13:5-10, would we say that it doesn’t really matter if Christians love one another in self-sacrificial ways?  Of course not.  Just as union with Christ is necessary for salvation, union with Christ necessarily results in believers behaving more and more like Christ as the Holy Spirit continues His work in us.

So of course Paul wouldn’t say that it is optional for Christians to love their enemies (12:17-21).  Of course Paul wouldn’t say that it is optional for Christians to submit to lawful governing authorities (13:1-7).  Just as there are parts of the gospel that can’t be compromised, there are parts of the Christian life that can’t be compromised.


But chapter 14 isn’t talking about those things.  It is addressing the sorts of disagreements that take place within the Christian community, between true believers who trust in Jesus Christ alone for their salvation.  Of course believers will continue to have problems agreeing with each other – remember Romans 1-3?  We are all sinners, and sin pervades every part of our consciousness, including our reasoning abilities.  As I like to say to the cadets at the Academy, because of sin, we all have brain damage.  Sometimes, we just can’t understand things because our minds are still warped to a certain extent by sin.


In other words, the problem isn’t that God’s truth is somehow relative.  The problem is that our sinful minds can’t always understand it clearly.  That’s why there are some “doubtful things” in the Christian life as verse 1 states, things about which Christians of good will can and do disagree.  Some of these are church-type things.  For example, are bishops necessary for the existence of the true church?  Episcopalians and Roman Catholics think so, and that’s why we can’t be in organic communion with them.  We have an honest disagreement about how the church should be structured, and thus we can’t agree on one church structure under which we can all live.


Or we can disagree on the proper recipients and mode of Christian baptism.  Baptists think that only believers should be baptized, and that the proper way of baptizing people is to immerse them.  We believe that the children of believers are members of the covenant community, and so they should receive the sign of that communion.  We also believe that the amount of water is not critical.  Both can point to Biblical evidence to support our positions, so it is an honest disagreement.  But because we can’t agree, we can’t have organic union with them – you can’t believe both things at the same time.


In Paul’s day, the key question for Christians was, “How much of the Old Testament law should we still follow in the days after Jesus’ crucifixion and resurrection?”  It was obvious to everyone that the whole sacrificial system was no longer necessary – Jesus is the Lamb of God Who takes away the sin of the world, the one sufficient Lamb to which all the other animal sacrifices pointed.  It was also obvious that the clearly moral elements of the law had eternal significance, such as following the Ten Commandments.  It was obvious to everyone that we should love God with all our heart, mind, soul, and strength, and love our neighbors as ourselves.  Much of Paul’s teaching in Romans 12 and 13 is based on these universally accepted truths.

But what about the rest of the Old Testament laws?  What about the dietary laws?  Should Christians keep kosher?  And what about the Sabbath?  Should it be observed on Saturday or Sunday?  And should Christians keep the rest of the Old Testament feasts?  Some Christians still disagree about these things, just as we disagree about the mode and recipients of baptism, and just as we disagree about how we should structure our church government.


It is in these areas of genuine disagreement, these doubtful things, in which we should show mutual forbearance and patience.  And a big reason that we should be patience with those who disagree with us has to do with the difference between spiritual strength and weakness.


Look at verse 2.  Those who continued to think they needed to keep kosher were weak in Paul’s eyes.  They hadn’t fully embraced the truth Paul has been preaching that in Christ the ceremonial parts of the Law have been fulfilled, and that our righteousness lies in Christ, not in our keeping of the Old Testament dietary laws.  But instead of blasting these people, Paul says we should be patient with them.  And why?  Because of the same gospel that they have not yet fully embraced.


Think about it.  Why does Paul say it isn’t necessary to keep kosher anymore?  Because Jesus has kept all the ceremonial law on our behalf, and in His perfect sacrifice, has fulfilled it all for us.  In other words, we are accepted into the family of God solely because of the merits and the work of Christ.  Okay, so if God has accepted us because of Christ, and if God has accepted these Christians who aren’t quite up to speed on all of this yet, then who are we to reject them?  How can we reject those whom God has accepted?  This is the argument Paul makes in verse 3.


He begins to make another related argument in verse 4.  This has to do with jurisdiction.  12:1 says that we should present our very bodies to God as a way of responding to the good news of Christ, right?  That means that all Christians belong to God.  

Okay, that means that these Christians with whom we disagree are also servants of God, right?  So, in verse 4, Paul says, in essence, “Who do you think you are passing judgment on someone else’s servant?”  And just as God made us stand in His presence, regardless of the sin that continues in our lives, God can make them stand as well, in His own time, and in His own way.
Paul now applies both of these ideas – that we should accept other Christians, and that we shouldn’t pass judgment on other Christians – to the sorts of “doubtful things” that were common at the time.  Look at verses 5-6.  But do you notice what Paul says about the motivation that lies behind all of these disagreements?  All these people are doing what they do for the glory of God.  Though they disagree, they are loving God with all their heart, mind, soul, and strength.  They may disagree about whether or not to eat pork, and that may disagree about whether or not they need to observe the Feast of Tabernacles every year, but they are united by their love for and faith in God.  And everything they do is aimed at glorifying God.

This truth is summed up in verses 7 and 8.  The fact that we belong to God means that we belong to one another.  But the fact that we belong to God means that our lives must never be lived independently of God’s claims on us.  We must all continue to wrestle with the claims of Christ on our lives.  We must all continue to strive to live according to the Law of God, even if that means we may come to some different conclusions about just what demands the Law makes on us.  

What we must not do is sit back and assume that because we can’t agree, there is no point in striving for holiness.  Verse 9 makes it plain that Christ is Lord, and His lordship must be expressed in our lives, as best we know how.

Verse 10 now moves to another logical outgrowth of this train of thinking.  If we must accept each other because God has accepted us in Christ, and if we must not judge each other because we belong to Christ, we should also refrain from judging other Christians because we are all brothers in Christ.  After all, we are not just servants of God.  In Romans 8:14-16 Paul says that in Christ we are sons and daughters of God.  That means that all those for whom Christ died are our brothers and sisters.  Should we really sit in judgment on members of our own family?

But there is yet another reason for avoiding a judging spirit in verses 10-12:  we should not pass judgment on other Christians because we will all one day be judged by God Himself.
Now, I’m not going to pretend that I fully understand this idea.  After all, the gospel says that because we are united to Christ by faith, all His righteousness is credited to us, and all our sins are laid on Him, paid for by His perfect sacrifice.  And yet, we can’t deny what the Bible teaches – that there is some sort of way in which Christians will be judged according to our actions.
Turn over just a few pages to I Corinthians 3:9-15.  Here we see different Christian ministries being judged according to their fruits.  Works which do not endure will cause the builder to be saved, yet so as through fire.  Clearly, even in Christ there is some sort of judgment yet to come.

But this isn’t just Paul’s teaching.  Turn over to Matthew 25:14.  Here begins the well-known parable of the talents.  Here we see the positive side of what Paul has just taught – those who use their talents for the glory of God and the good of others will be rewarded when Christ comes again, and the rewards will not all be the same size.  Likewise, look at verses 31 and following.  Here we see Jesus judging both the sheep and the goats, rewarding the sheep on the basis of what they did, just as He will bring judgment on the goats for not doing what they should have done.  

This is not, of course, to deny salvation by grace through faith in Christ.  It is, however, to say that such saving faith will always express itself in concrete words and actions that can be clearly measured.  This is the same thing Jesus said in Matthew 7:16-20.
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The last time we opened the Book of Romans together, we were looking at the attitudes that Paul says Christians should have towards one another.  His specific focus has been Christians who disagree on what he calls “doubtful things,” things over which genuine Christians who study the Scriptures can come to a disagreement.  Paul says in verse 3 that we should not despise those with whom we disagree.  In verse 4 he says we should not sit in judgment on them.  In verse 10 he says that we should not show contempt for them.


And Paul has given us four good reasons why we should have this sort of accepting attitude.  In verse 3 he points out that God has received those with whom we disagree, so who are we to reject them?  In verse 4, he reminds us that they are servants of God, not of us.  Thus we have no business sitting in judgment on them.  In verse 10, he reminds us that all those who trust in Jesus Christ are brothers and sisters – thus, we should not pass judgment on them.  Finally, in verse 10, he tells us that we shall all one day be judged by Christ, so passing judgment on others is not our job.


So, what is our job?  In verse 13 Paul begins to move from attitudes to actions.  The main job of a Christian where it comes to genuine disagreements with genuine Christians is to avoid giving offense.  That means we at times need to limit our own liberty for the sake of our brothers’ conscience.

Now, this doesn’t mean at all that there is no way we can determine what is right and wrong.  Paul is no believer in relative truth.  In fact in verse 14, he makes it quite clear that, according to all that he knows about the life and teachings of Jesus, there is no longer any distinction between clean and unclean foods.  Turn back a few pages to Mark 7:9.  Here Jesus confronts the Pharisees about how they interpret Scripture in a self-serving way, by elevating their traditions above the clear word of God.  But then in verse 14, He begins to explain something basic about sin, and thus about the reason for those Old Testament laws about food (read vv. 14-23).  The food laws were thus an outward and visible way of expressing the need for God’s people to be separate from sin, from whatever was unclean in the sight of God.  It is thus more important to be separate from sin than to be separate from pork.


Paul demonstrates his understanding of this teaching in Romans 14:14 – Jesus says that nothing in God’s creation is unclean in and of itself.  On the other hand, Paul realizes that there are many people for whom particular things, and especially particular foods would be unclean.  To those of such a weak conscience, it would actually be a sin to eat something that is in and of itself not sinful.

Another example of this has to do with meat that had been sacrificed to idols.  This was a relatively common practice in the Gentile cultures, and many Christians were concerned about it, especially those that had come out of such idolatrous cultures.  Would they in some way be participating in idol-worship if they purchased and ate meat that had first been offered in a ceremonial way to a false god?


Paul addresses this point in similar language in I Corinthians 8:4-6.  He comes right out and says that idol worship is fake because there is only one God.  Thus, waving a piece of meat in front of a statue can’t make any change in the meat itself.  Meat is meat, and it is a good gift of God.  There is no room for relative truth in Paul’s mind.


But at the same time, Paul understands that everyone isn’t quite so sure of this basic truth (read vv. 7-8).  Some people have a weak conscience, even though there is really no good reason for such weakness.

The question for the Christian who does know better, then, is how we should treat our weaker brothers and sisters, who have genuine misgivings?  Paul explains what we should do in vv. 9-13 (read).  Paul is willing to forego his own liberty, and thus refuse to eat something that is really and truly harmless, in order to avoid offending his brother’s conscience.  This is because if he were to eat such meat, he might encourage another Christian to do something that would be contrary to that Christian’s conscience – and going against one’s conscience is never right.  Encouraging such faithless behavior would be a sin against Paul’s brother and thus a sin against Christ.  That’s why Paul is willing to limit his own liberty in order to keep his brother from stumbling.


We see the same logic at work in Romans 14:14.  There is nothing in God’s creation unclean in and of itself.  Paul knows this, as do all Christians who have conducted a careful study of the Scriptures.  But to those who had grown up in the Jewish tradition of keeping kosher, or to those who had grown up in the Gentile tradition of offering meat to idols, eating various kinds of food still seems unclean, unholy, unacceptable.  Paul says that if a Christian honestly thinks that eating something is wrong, then for that Christian it is wrong.

Why is that?  Look down at verses 22 and 23.  If we are convinced that something we are doing is in accordance with God’s will, that’s great.  We should do those sorts of things, as Paul says back in verse 6, in order to give thanks to God and to glorify God in our lives.  On the contrary, anything that we do that doesn’t stem from our trust in God and our love for God is actually sin.  That’s because if we think that something we do will pull us away from God, then when we do that thing, our intention, however rationalized or justified, is to pull away from God.  Whatever we do that isn’t of faith, drawing us closer to God in trust and reliance on His Word, is thus pulling us away from Him.


So, how can we keep from encouraging our Christian brothers and sisters to do what they think would pull them away from God?  Don’t do whatever that thing is – not for your sake, but for theirs.  Look at verse 15.  If we know that eating something will cause grief to our brother, how could it be the loving thing to eat it?  And if we are so callous toward someone for whom Christ died, what does that say about how much we love Christ?  If Christ was willing to give up His life for our brothers and sisters, shouldn’t we be willing to give up something to eat?

That’s why Paul urges us to keep a proper sense of perspective, even about things that are in and of themselves good (read vv. 16-17).  Eating and drinking aren’t nearly as important as life in the Kingdom of God.  Righteousness in God’s sight, peace with God by virtue of forgiveness of sins, and a life filled with joy in the Holy Spirit are much more important, Paul says, than a ham sandwich.  


And so, by putting aside something that would be harmless for us to eat or do for the sake of our brothers and sisters, we will not only be more acceptable to them, but to Christ as well (v. 18).  What could be more important than that?  That’s why we should focus on those things that bring peace with God and with one another, and that build one another up before God (v. 19).  What else would be the loving thing to do?

In contrast, it would not be the loving thing to tear down someone else who is made in God’s image and redeemed by the blood of Christ just because we want to eat something that he thinks would be sinful (v. 20a).  It would never be the loving thing to encourage someone to do something that he thinks is evil, no matter how sure we are that such a thing is good.
Paul thus sums up what we should do in verses 20b and 21 (read) – we should allow our own liberty to be held captive by our brothers’ conscience.


Now, I wonder how these sorts of ideas could be played out in our modern world?  What sorts of harmless things might Christians do at which others would take offense?  Our task is to be aware of how our actions might impact others, and to change our behavior accordingly – for their sake, not for ours.
