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Romans 14
We’re looking at section 4 of the Book of Romans—the application section of the book—which begins with Chapter 12, verse 1 and continues to Chapter 15, verse 14.  In this section, Paul answers the question, “So what?”  If all of the truths he’s presented thus far in the book are true, what difference should that make in our lives?  If all of this stuff is true, how should we live? 

Last week we looked at verses 11 through 14:
11And do this, understanding the present time. The hour has come for you to wake up from your slumber, because our salvation is nearer now than when we first believed. 12The night is nearly over; the day is almost here. So let us put aside the deeds of darkness and put on the armor of light. 13Let us behave decently, as in the daytime, not in orgies and drunkenness, not in sexual immorality and debauchery, not in dissension and jealousy. 14Rather, clothe yourselves with the Lord Jesus Christ, and do not think about how to gratify the desires of the sinful nature. 
Paul wraps up this section with a call for urgency:  we should do the things he has been encouraging us to do with an awareness that time is short.  We don’t have much time to become the people God wants us to be, and we don’t have much time to accomplish all the work that God has set aside for us to do.  Paul wants us to get on with being transformed, because he knows that our time will be up before we know it, and he wants us “make the most of every opportunity” to accomplish each tasks God has prepared for us.   
Since the night is nearly over, Paul says, we should “aside the deeds of darkness” and “put on the armor of light.”  Paul used the image of armor repeatedly in the NT as a metaphor for preparation for the spiritual battles must fight.  Paul is saying that we should be like soldiers, prepared for battle, taking full advantage of the tools and weapons we’ve been given, using them to defend ourselves against the inevitable attacks and to accomplish the tasks that have been prepared in advance for us to do.  

Last, Paul says, we should “clothe yourselves with the Lord Jesus Christ, and do not think about how to gratify the desires of the sinful nature. “  The word translated “clothe’ is the same word translated “put on” in verse 12.  Literally, Paul is instructing us to “put on” the Lord Jesus Christ.  What does it mean to “put on” the Lord Jesus Christ?  How do we do that?  Discuss.  One hint comes from Galatians 5:16, which is very similar to verse 14:

16So I say, live by the Spirit, and you will not gratify the desires of the sinful nature. 
So putting on Christ and living by the spirit are similar.  Another idea would come from Ephesians 4:22-24, which says,
22You were taught, with regard to your former way of life, to put off your old self, which is being corrupted by its deceitful desires; 23to be made new in the attitude of your minds; 24and to put on the new self, created to be like God in true righteousness and holiness.

So putting on the new self and putting on Christ are similar.  

Here’s how Ray Steadman captures the idea:

When I get up in the morning I put on my clothes, intending them to be part of me all day, to go where I go and do what I do. They cover me and make me presentable to others. That is the purpose of clothes. In the same way, the apostle is saying to us, “Put on Jesus Christ when you get up in the morning. Make him a part of your life that day. Intend that he go with you everywhere you go, and that he act through you in everything you do. Call upon his resources. Live your life IN CHRIST. 
So putting on Christ means being subject to His Lordship, accepting His moral standards, living in constant fellowship with Him, and depending upon His strength.
Last, Paul says, “do not think about how to not think about how to gratify the desires of the sinful nature.”  How do we do that?  It sometimes feels to me like all I can think about is how to gratify the desires of my sinful nature!  And have you ever tried to not think about something?  Try this:  don’t think about elephants.  What are you thinking about?  So how do we so this?  Take various answers.  Here are a few ideas:

· Instead of thinking about how to gratify the desire of the sinful nature, we think about other things.  Philippians 4:8 says, “Finally, brothers, whatever is true, whatever is noble, whatever is right, whatever is pure, whatever is lovely, whatever is admirable—if anything is excellent or praiseworthy—think about such things.”  By thinking about what is true, noble, right, and so on, we literally crowd out thinking about how to fulfill the desires of our sinful nature.

· Not thinking about how to fulfill the desires of our sinful nature is a result of being transformed by the renewal of our minds.  As we renew our minds through prayer, worship, and study, we are transformed, and lose the desire to think about how to gratify the desires of our sinful nature.

· Thinking about how to gratify the desires of our sinful nature is directly opposed to living by the Spirit.  Here’s how Paul puts it in Galatians 5: “16So I say, live by the Spirit, and you will not gratify the desires of the sinful nature. 17For the sinful nature desires what is contrary to the Spirit, and the Spirit what is contrary to the sinful nature.”  So if we live by the spirit, we will desire what the Spirit desires, and not what our flesh desires.
So, let’s wrap up this section with a question:  If the day was near when Paul wrote this over 2000 years ago, how near is it for us today?  Nearer!  If Paul’s admonition to the Romans was urgent when he wrote it, how much more urgent is it today?  Much more!  Time is short.  Let’s not waste the precious time we have been given to serve God and to allow him to transform us.  Let’s be awake, alert, and ready for battle, knowing that the dawn is nearly here!
OK, time to move on to Chapter 14.  Chapter 14 begins a long section of Romans where Paul talks about the obligation of believers to avoid behaving in ways that will offend our brothers and sisters or undermine their faith.  Paul has touched on this idea before, back in Chapter 13 verse 17, where he said, 

Be careful to do what is right in the eyes of everybody. 
In Chapters14 and 15, he’s going to develop this idea in way more detail.  Let’s look at what he has to say in 14:1-13:
1Accept him whose faith is weak, without passing judgment on disputable matters. 2One man's faith allows him to eat everything, but another man, whose faith is weak, eats only vegetables. 3The man who eats everything must not look down on him who does not, and the man who does not eat everything must not condemn the man who does, for God has accepted him. 4Who are you to judge someone else's servant? To his own master he stands or falls. And he will stand, for the Lord is able to make him stand. 
 5One man considers one day more sacred than another; another man considers every day alike. Each one should be fully convinced in his own mind. 6He who regards one day as special, does so to the Lord. He who eats meat, eats to the Lord, for he gives thanks to God; and he who abstains, does so to the Lord and gives thanks to God. 7For none of us lives to himself alone and none of us dies to himself alone. 8If we live, we live to the Lord; and if we die, we die to the Lord. So, whether we live or die, we belong to the Lord. 
 9For this very reason, Christ died and returned to life so that he might be the Lord of both the dead and the living. 10You, then, why do you judge your brother? Or why do you look down on your brother? For we will all stand before God's judgment seat. 11It is written: 

   " 'As surely as I live,' says the Lord, 
   'every knee will bow before me; 
      every tongue will confess to God.' "[a] 12So then, each of us will give an 
    account of himself to God. 
 13Therefore let us stop passing judgment on one another. 
Paul begins, “1Accept him whose faith is weak, without passing judgment on disputable matters.”  Then, to clarify what he means by “disputable matters,” he says,
2One man's faith allows him to eat everything, but another man, whose faith is weak, eats only vegetables. 
In Paul’s time, food was a big issue for believers:  some thought that certain foods were unclean, while others thought it was OK to eat any food.  Because meat was often obtained as a by-product of sacrifices to pagan gods, some people avoided meat altogether.   Those who regarded some food as unclean were offended to see their brothers eating certain things.  Even more, their faith was being undermined by what they regarded as the sinful behavior of their brothers and sisters.  Paul explained the issue more thoroughly in 2 Corinthians 8:

4So then, about eating food sacrificed to idols: We know that an idol is nothing at all in the world and that there is no God but one…7But not everyone knows this. Some people are still so accustomed to idols that when they eat such food they think of it as having been sacrificed to an idol, and since their conscience is weak, it is defiled.

Notice that Paul characterizes the more cautious believer—the one who won’t eat meat—as having weaker faith than his brother.  .Why does Paul say that?  What is it about not eating meat that allows Paul to say that the person’s faith is “weaker?”  Discuss.  We’re free in Christ to eat whatever we want.  As Paul says over in 1 Corinthians 8, “…food does not bring us near to God; we are no worse if we do not eat, and no better if we do.”  Objectively, those who are in Christ are free to eat whatever we want, and those with strong faith understand and can act on that freedom.  However, Paul says, in 1 Corinthians 8:

7But not everyone knows this. Some people are still so accustomed to idols that when they eat such food they think of it as having been sacrificed to an idol, and since their conscience is weak, it is defiled. 

So, Paul says, some people’s consciences are weaker, and as a result they feel guilty when they do certain things that are objectively permissible.  What should they do?  Not eat meat!  As Paul says in verse 5, “Each one should be fully convinced in his own mind.”  When it comes to disputable matters, each of us is responsible for figuring out what God would have us do.  Then, we are obligated to do what seems right to us, following God’s leading in our lives.  As Paul says in verse 6, “He who eats meat, eats to the Lord, for he gives thanks to God; and he who abstains, does so to the Lord and gives thanks to God.”  

In verse 5 Paul offers another example of a “disputable matter”: the observance of certain holy or festival days.  He says, “One man considers one day more sacred than another; another man considers every day alike.”  And, as with food, Paul says that each man should do what seems right to him to do:  “6He who regards one day as special, does so to the Lord.”  

Today, food and holidays aren’t usually the issue.  But we still face these kinds of “disputable matters” in the church.  What are some “disputable matters” about which believers today have difference of conscience?   Drinking.  Gambling.  Dating.  Home school.  Birth control.  Politics.  

OK, so how should we handle these matters?  Discuss.  Paul says in verse 1, that we should “accept” one another.  While we might have a difference of opinion with our brother about a “disputable matter”—we might even think their position is odd or extreme—we should accept his point of view.  Paul goes on to say, in verse 3, “The man who eats everything must not look down on him who does not, and the man who does not eat everything must not condemn the man who does, for God has accepted him.”  Who should not look down on whom?  Discuss.  Neither the stronger or the weaker should look down on the other.  So, for instance, if you feel that home school is the right choice for your children, you should not look down on those who think that public school is fine, and if you think that public school is fine, you should not look down on those who feel that home schooling is the way to go.  Likewise, if you think that birth control is OK, and choose to have a small family, you should not look down on those who choose to have enormous families;  and if you feel that God is speaking to you out of scripture that using birth control is wrong and that he will decide how big your family will be, then you should not look down on those who choose to have small families.  The “stronger” brother should not look down on the weaker for being more cautious, and the “weaker” brother should not despise the “stronger” brother for doing what the weaker brother sees as wrong.  

Specifically, Paul says, the weaker brother should not look down on the stronger because “God has accepted him.”  What do you suppose Paul means by that?  Discuss.  Where does the stronger brother’s freedom come from?  From his confidence that he has been accepted by God based on the completed work of Jesus Christ, independent of any behavior on his part.  The weaker brother should “accept’ the stronger brother’s behavior because God has accepted his behavior. 
And, Paul says, “4Who are you to judge someone else's servant? To his own master he stands or falls. And he will stand, for the Lord is able to make him stand.”  In other words, we should not judge our brothers on their decisions regarding disputable matters—that’s God’s job.  God can lead one man to feel free to eat anything and another man to feel that eating meat is wrong.  Our job is not to conform to the wishes and beliefs of our brothers but to do what God leads us to do—we “stand” or “fall” to him.  God can work to change a man’s conscience if it needs to be changed, and Paul is confident that God will do so when it is necessary:  “And he will stand, for the Lord is able to make him stand.”

Further, Paul says,

7For none of us lives to himself alone and none of us dies to himself alone. 8If we live, we live to the Lord; and if we die, we die to the Lord. So, whether we live or die, we belong to the Lord.  9For this very reason, Christ died and returned to life so that he might be the Lord of both the dead and the living.
Although that’s a little hard to follow, what Paul is saying is that we belong to God and our lives are his.  Christ died and returned to life so that he might be Lord over all—the living and the dead.  As Paul wrote in 1 Corinthians 6:19-20, we have been bought with a price and are no longer our own.  Therefore, whatever we do—whether we live of we die—we are His and we should follow his leading in our lives.  Our desire in everything—life and death—should be to please Him by doing those things that he leads us to do.  If we eat, we eat to please him; if we abstain, we abstain to please him; if we have large families, we have large families to please him; if we use birth control, we use birth control to please him.  

Paul continues, 

10You, then, why do you judge your brother? Or why do you look down on your brother? For we will all stand before God's judgment seat. 11It is written: 

   " 'As surely as I live,' says the Lord, 
   'every knee will bow before me; 
      every tongue will confess to God.' "[a] 12So then, each of us will give an 
    account of himself to God. 
 13Therefore let us stop passing judgment on one another.
Here he expands on the idea first mentioned in verse 4, “4Who are you to judge someone else's servant?”  We are all accountable to God and will appear before his judgment seat.  As Paul says in 2 Corinthians 5:9-10,

9So we make it our goal to please him, whether we are at home in the body or away from it. 10For we must all appear before the judgment seat of Christ, that each one may receive what is due him for the things done while in the body, whether good or bad.

Since God will judge us, it is Him we must seek to please and obey, and not others.  Further, since God will judge our brothers, we don’t have to; even more, we should not.  We do not have either the authority of the knowledge to judge justly, and so we should leave judgment to God and “stop passing judgment on one another.”

So, Paul says, we should “accept” one another, not “look down” on one another, and “stop passing judgment” on one another.   Does this mean that we should accept anything and everything that our brother does?  Clearly not.  Paul did not.  For example, in 1 Corinthians 5 he instructs the Corinthian church to expel a member who was committing sexual sin by sleeping with his father’s wife, and explicitly called on the church to “judge those inside” the church.  In the same book he expressed shock and dismay about the existence of lawsuits between believers.  
It is important to keep in mind that in Chapter 14 Paul is specifically talking about “disputable matters,” which implies that there are other matters that are not disputable.  What do we call those matters?  Doctrine.  And while Paul was relaxed about “disputable matters,” he was adamant about doctrinal matters.  In 1 Timothy 4 he says, 
Watch your life and doctrine closely. Persevere in them, because if you do, you will save both yourself and your hearers.

In Chapter 6 of 1 Timothy he says,

 3If anyone teaches false doctrines and does not agree to the sound instruction of our Lord Jesus Christ and to godly teaching, 4he is conceited and (ignorant).

Doesn’t sound very accepting, does it?

In Titus 1, speaking of the role of the church leader, he says,

9He must hold firmly to the trustworthy message as it has been taught, so that he can encourage others by sound doctrine and refute those who oppose it. 

And in Titus 2 he admonishes Titus to “teach what is in accord with sound doctrine.”

In Galatians 1 Paul says,

6I am astonished that you are so quickly deserting the one who called you by the grace of Christ and are turning to a different gospel— 7which is really no gospel at all. Evidently some people are throwing you into confusion and are trying to pervert the gospel of Christ. 8But even if we or an angel from heaven should preach a gospel other than the one we preached to you, let him be eternally condemned! 9As we have already said, so now I say again: If anybody is preaching to you a gospel other than what you accepted, let him be eternally condemned!
Sounds a lot like he’s passing judgment to me, doesn’t it?

So we have to watch out for softness on matters of doctrine.  While on matters of conscience we accept one another, don’t look down on one another, and don’t judge one another, on matters of doctrine we do not accept error and we do pass judgment on falsehood.  At the same time, though, we have to watch out for turning “disputable matters” into matters of doctrine.  So what’s the difference?  How do we tell the difference between doctrine and “disputable matters?”  What makes one things a doctrinal issue and another a matter of conscience?  How do you know where the line is?  Discuss.  Scripture.  But disputable matters are usually rooted in differences in opinion about scripture.  So what elevates something to the level of doctrine, but leaves another matter open to interpretation.  Discuss.  Repetition.  Emphasis.  Clarity.  

One of the things I really like about SECC is that we try hard to avoid turning “disputable matters” into doctrinal disputes.  We take to heart the saying of Augustine, “In essentials, unity; in non-essentials, liberty; in all things, charity.”  Or, as Bob Russell likes to say, we try to keep the main thing the main thing.”  We strive for Biblical integrity on matters of doctrine, but provide freedom for disagreement in matters of conscience.  

OK, that’s enough for today.  IN two weeks, we’ll tackle the rest of Chapter 14. 
 not 
Instead, make up your mind not to put any stumbling block or obstacle in your brother's way. 14As one who is in the Lord Jesus, I am fully convinced that no food[b] is unclean in itself. But if anyone regards something as unclean, then for him it is unclean. 15If your brother is distressed because of what you eat, you are no longer acting in love. Do not by your eating destroy your brother for whom Christ died. 16Do not allow what you consider good to be spoken of as evil. 17For the kingdom of God is not a matter of eating and drinking, but of righteousness, peace and joy in the Holy Spirit, 18because anyone who serves Christ in this way is pleasing to God and approved by men. 
 19Let us therefore make every effort to do what leads to peace and to mutual edification. 20Do not destroy the work of God for the sake of food. All food is clean, but it is wrong for a man to eat anything that causes someone else to stumble. 21It is better not to eat meat or drink wine or to do anything else that will cause your brother to fall. 
 22So whatever you believe about these things keep between yourself and God. Blessed is the man who does not condemn himself by what he approves. 23But the man who has doubts is condemned if he eats, because his eating is not from faith; and everything that does not come from faith is sin.

But the same principal applies:  our freedom in Christ is limited by our love for our brothers and sisters.  If by exercising our freedom we might offend a brother or sister or cause them distress, then our love for that brother or sister should cause us to voluntarily limit our behavior.  It is not our conscience alone that should guide our behavior, but the consciences of our brothers and sisters as well.  What are some things we might avoid or abstain from to honor this instruction?  Take various answers.  Drinking.  Gambling.  Certain places we might go.  

This issue comes up not only in Romans, but also in 1 Corinthians.

where Paul wrote,

…food does not bring us near to God; we are no worse if we do not eat, and no better if we do. 
 9Be careful, however, that the exercise of your freedom does not become a stumbling block to the weak. 10For if anyone with a weak conscience sees you who have this knowledge eating in an idol's temple, won't he be emboldened to eat what has been sacrificed to idols? 11So this weak brother, for whom Christ died, is destroyed by your knowledge. 12When you sin against your brothers in this way and wound their weak conscience, you sin against Christ. 13Therefore, if what I eat causes my brother to fall into sin, I will never eat meat again, so that I will not cause him to fall.

Next time:  transition from not judging to not offending.  
