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Romans Chapter 14

We’re continuing today with our study of the book of Roamns.  For the last few weeks we’ve been looking at Chapter 14, where Paul considers how believers should handle what he calls “disputable matters.”  In Paul’s day disputable matters included such things as eating or abstaining from meat and observing or foregoing certain holy days.  Today, we don’t usually worry about those things, but we have plenty of disputable matters of our own:  drinking alcohol, dancing, dating, birth control, home schooling, and many others.  

In verses 1-14 of Chapter 14, Paul emphasizes that believers should not judge and condemn one another of the choices they make in these matters, but rather should “accept” one another without passing judgment.  When it comes to disputable matters, each of us is responsible for figuring out what God would have us do.  As Paul says in verse 5, “Each one should be fully convinced in his own mind.”  Then, we are obligated to do what seems right to us, following God’s leading in our lives.  Whatever God leads us to do (or not to do) we should not look down on those who choose differently.  As Paul says 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.”  It is not our responsibility to judge the choices made by our brothers in disputable matters—that job belongs to God.  As Paul says in verses 10 through 13, 
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.
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.”

Last week we began looking at the second half of Chapter 14.  Here, Paul changes his focus from warning against judging one another for the decisions we make about the exercise of our Christian freedom to warning against exercising our freedom in ways that undermine the faith of our weaker brothers.   Here’s what he says, beginning in verse 13:

13Therefore let us stop passing judgment on one another. 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.

Paul begins, “13Therefore let us stop passing judgment on one another. Instead, make up your mind not to put any stumbling block or obstacle in your brother's way.”  Instead of passing judgment on one another, what should we do?  We should “make up (our) mind(s) not to put any stumbling block or obstacle in (our) brother's way.”  And, to clarify what he means by “put(ting) a stumbling block or obstacle in (our) brothers way,” Paul continues:
14As one who is in the Lord Jesus, I am fully convinced that no food 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. 
Paul says, even though I’m convinced that no food is objectively unclean and thus off-limits to believers, some people don’t see it that way—they regard some foods as being unclean.  And for them, it is unclean, and they should not eat it.  As we said earlier, when it comes to disputable matters, each of us is responsible for figuring out what God would have us do and then for doing what seems right to us.  But now Paul goes further.  He says, “15If your brother is distressed because of what you eat, you are no longer acting in love.”  Then he says, “Do not by your eating destroy your brother for whom Christ died.”  And he continues in verses 20 and 21:

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. 
Our freedom in Christ is limited by our love for our brothers and sisters.  If by exercising our freedom to eat certain foods or drinking alcohol or doing anything else we might offend a brother or sister or cause them distress, then our love for that brother or sister should cause us to voluntarily constrain our behavior.  In fact, while it may be objectively permissible for us to engage in certain behaviors, it is absolutely wrong to engage in those behaviors if by doing so we may cause one of our brothers to stumble.  If our behavior causes a brother to stumble, then it goes from being permissible to prohibited.  As Paul says, “It is better not to eat meat or drink wine or to do anything else that will cause your brother to fall.”
So it is not our conscience alone that should guide our behavior, but the consciences of our brothers and sisters as well.  While we might regard something as being acceptable for us, if it is unacceptable to a brother, and if by doing that thing we might cause our brother to stumble or fall, then it is not our conscience but the weaker conscience of our brother that should restrict our behavior.  Again, “It is better not to eat meat or drink wine or to do anything else that will cause your brother to fall.”
Paul says, “Do not by your eating destroy your brother for whom Christ died.”  That’s strong language.  What do you suppose Paul means by “destroy?”  Discuss.  I think it’s just another, stronger, more intense way to express the idea of causing your brother to stumble (v20) or fall (v21).  If our behavior leads our brother into sin, then he has been defeated—destroyed—in that thing by our behavior.

What are some ways that our behavior might cause a brother to “stumble” or “fall” or to be “destroyed?  Discuss.  I can see at least two ways.  First, we might be our behavior encourage a brother or sister to do something that they regard as wrong.  Paul is clear that doing anything we regard as being wrong—whether it is objectively wrong or not—is sin:  he says in verse 23, “But 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.”  So, if by doing something that we are convinced is perfectly acceptable we cause our brother, who considers that same behavior to be off limits, to do that thing, we have led him to stumble and fall.  Second, through the exercise of our freedom we may cause our weaker brothers to judge and condemn us, which is also wrong.  As he said back in verse 10, “You, then, why do you judge your brother? Or why do you look down on your brother?” and in verse 13, “Therefore let us stop passing judgment on one another.”  When our behavior tempts our weaker brothers to judge and condemn us, then we can lead him to stumble and fall.
Paul says, “16Do not allow what you consider good to be spoken of as evil.” What do you think he means by that?  Discuss.  If by doing something that is objectively permissible you cause your brother to stumble, you have turned that thing from a good thing into a bad thing.  In effect, when we do something that God has declared good for us, but by doing that thing we cause a brother to stumble, we’ve contradicted God’s word about that thing, turning something good into something evil.

In verses 17 and 18 Paul says,

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. 
What do you think he means by that?  Discuss.  He’s making the point that the freedom to eat and drink are relatively unimportant in the economy of God’s kingdom when compared to things like righteousness, peace and joy.  Yes, he’s saying, you may be free to eat that and drink that, but isn’t the spiritual well-being of your brothers and sisters more important than your freedom?  Isn’t your brother or sister more valuable than your freedom to do some relatively unimportant thing?  After all, “It is better not to eat meat or drink wine or to do anything else that will cause your brother to fall.”

Further, he says, “anyone who serves Christ in this way is pleasing to God and approved by men.” Anyone who serves Christ in what way?  By willingly limiting their own freedom out of love for their weaker brothers.  By abstaining from behavior that might offend others, we not only please God but also win the approval of men.  How do we please God when we do this?  By sacrificing ourselves for others.  By demonstrating love for others. By considering others better than ourselves.  How do we win the approval of men?  We are regarded as wise, temperate, kind, self-controlled.
Again, food is not usually the source of disagreement in today’s church.  But as we’ve seen, Paul isn’t just talking about eating here:  in verse 21 he talks about drinking or “doing anything else” that might cause a brother to stumble.   In other words, this is not a narrow teaching about an obscure 1st century dispute over food but a broad one that has many applications in today’s church.  So what are some things we might avoid or abstain from to honor this instruction?  Take various answers.  Drinking.  Gambling.  Dancing.  Movies.  Certain places we might go.  If you’re convinced that some of these things are OK for you to do, but you know that doing them might offend a brother or sister—causing them to stumble—what should you do?  Avoid doing them in front of those who might be offended.  Do them only in private.  Follow Paul’s teaching in verse 19 to “make every effort to do what leads to peace and to mutual edification.”  In other words, if something you do might lead to a dispute or disagreement, don’t do it.  Importantly, you should even avoid speaking about those behaviors when you might offend someone else—in other words, don’t boast about your freedom.   That’s what Paul means when he says in verse 22, “So whatever you believe about these things keep between yourself and God.”  In other words, keep you mouth shut if by speaking about something you’ve done you might offend a brother.  
Verse 22 also says, “Blessed is the man who does not condemn himself by what he approves.”  What do you think Paul has in mind there?  Discuss.  If the things we believe to be permissible to us—eating, drinking, dancing, whatever—cause another brother to stumble or fall, then by doing the things “we approve” we have actually sinned against our brother.  So Paul says, don’t let the things of which you approve become a source of condemnation.

In modern America we’re all about our rights.  The concept of God-given and constitutionally protected rights—freedom of religion, freedom of speech, freedom to assemble—is extremely important—even foundational—to America.  And we hear people say, you can’t keep me from doing so and so—I have my rights!  Do you think Paul would deny the existence or the importance of our rights?  No.  How can you be sure?  He appealed to his own rights as a Roman citizen.  But what would he say?  Sure, you have rights.  And you should feel free to exercise them, right up to the point where by exercising your rights you lead a brother or sister into sin.  If there is any risk of that happening, you should willingly limit your freedom for the benefit of your brothers.  Yes, he would say, you have rights, but they aren’t nearly as important as many other things, including unity in the body of Christ and the spiritual well-being of your brothers and sisters.  It is better, he would say, to put aside your rights—to sacrifice your freedom willingly—than to risk causing your brother or sister to stumble or fall.
Paul’s argument continues into Chapter 15 (in fact, you really have to wonder about why the Chapter division was put where it was—there is no break of thought between Chapter 14 and Chapter 15):

1We who are strong ought to bear with the failings of the weak and not to please ourselves. 2Each of us should please his neighbor for his good, to build him up. 3For even Christ did not please himself but, as it is written: "The insults of those who insult you have fallen on me."[a] 4For everything that was written in the past was written to teach us, so that through endurance and the encouragement of the Scriptures we might have hope.

In verse 1 Paul lays out clearly the obligation of the “stronger” brother.  Who is the stronger brother?  The one who has stronger faith and thus whose conscience allows him to do something that the conscience of another man might prohibit.  In Paul’s case, the stronger brother would be the one who would eat meat or forgo a certain holiday.  In our time, the stronger brother would be the one who feels free to drink alcohol or to dance.  What is the obligation of the stronger brother?  He “ought to bear with the failings of the weak,” seeking to please his weaker brother rather than himself.  The word translated “ought” in the NIV (“We who are strong ought to bear with…”) implies debt or obligation and so suggests that the stronger brother has a debt or obligation to weaker brother to bear with him. The word translated “bear with” conveys the idea of indulging, patiently enduring, or avoiding confrontation.  The attitude is not impatience or resentment but love and tenderness, understanding and care. 
In other words, the stronger brother should “make up his mind” to limit his freedoms in order to please his brother with weaker faith.  He should do that in love, without impatience or resentment.   So, the stronger brother might like to have a nice steak, but instead of seeking to please himself, he seeks to please his weaker brother, and so he orders the salad—and when he does so he exclaims about how much he enjoys a good salad!  He might want to have a nice cold beer, but instead of doing so he orders a coke so that he does not offend his weaker brother—and he does so willingly and pleasantly, without a hint of condescension.  
What does Paul mean by “the failings of the weak” in verse 1?  Is Paul judging the choices of the weaker brother?  Discuss.  When Paul speaks of “the failings” of the weaker brother, he’s just recognizing the weaker faith of the weaker brother.  If the weaker brother’s faith was stronger, he would not be easily offended; but since his faith is weaker, he is easily offended.  As is often the case, I like the way the NLT handles this verse:
﻿1 We who are strong must be considerate of those who are sensitive about things like this. We must not just please ourselves.
In verse 2, Paul generalizes the obligation:  “2Each of us should please his neighbor for his good, to build him up.”  The stronger brother does this by limiting his freedoms in order to offend offending or undermining the weaker brother.  How does the weaker brother do this?  Discuss.  It goes back to the first half of Chapter 14:  the weaker brother should try to “accept” the stronger without passing judgment.  He should do his best to avoid being easily offended by the stronger brother’s behavior.  He should forgive his stronger brother if something the stronger brother does offends him.  Why does Paul say that we should each seek to please our neighbor?  “To build him up.”  The expression “build up” conveys exactly the opposite meaning od the expression “destroy” Paul used a couple of times in Chapter 14:  where by the exercise of freedom the stronger brother might destroy the weaker’s faith, by practicing sacrificial love—putting the needs and desires of his neighbor ahead of his own—the stronger can build that faith up;  while the weaker brother might through judgment and condemnation destroy the love of the stronger brother, through acceptance he can “build up” the stronger brother’s faith.
And what (or rather who) is our model for this kind of selfless, self-sacrificing love?  Jesus Christ.  Paul says in verse 3,
3For even Christ did not please himself but, as it is written: "The insults of those who insult you have fallen on me."[a] 
Christ was due glory, but instead of claiming his right to glory he willingly endured the insults—the condemnation—that was rightfully due to us.  Just as he put his rights aside for us, we also ought to put our rights aside for one another.  Just as he put aside what he wanted in order to give us what we needed, so we also ought to seek to please not ourselves but one another.  

Verse 4—“For everything that was written in the past was written to teach us, so that through endurance and the encouragement of the Scriptures we might have hope”—seems out of place in the context.  Paul inserts this verse to justify his use of the OT to support his argument, both here specifically and throughout the book of Romans.  Effectively, he’s saying the same thing he wrote later in 2Timothy 3:16:
All Scripture is God-breathed and is useful for teaching, rebuking, correcting and training in righteousness,

Paul clearly valued the OT as the foundation of the gospel.  Some people today ignore the OT, or even regard it as having been superseded—my mom used to tell me that there were two Gods, the angry, judgmental God of the OT and the loving, merciful God fo the NT—but clearly Paul did not agree with that at all.  
According to verse 4, “For everything that was written in the past was written to teach us, so that through endurance and the encouragement of the Scriptures we might have hope,” scripture serves at least three purposes for us.  What’s the first?  It teaches us.  What does the OT scripture teach us?  Discuss.  What else does the scripture do for us?  It encourages us.  It gives us hope.  It helps us endure.  I think the NIV translates the second half of verse 4 in a way that is a little hard to follow.  The idea seems to be that the scripture give us encouragement and help us endure (or, in the NASB, persevere).  How does the scripture encourage us?  Discuss.  How does it help us endure?  Discuss.  Another way to think about this that the scriptures give us hope and encourage as we endure the difficulties of life.  That’s how the NLB does it:

And the Scriptures give us hope and encouragement as we wait patiently for God’s promises to be fulfilled.

How does the scripture give us hope?  Discuss.  
OK, that’s enough for this week.  Application for this week:  ask your spouse to help you think about anything you might be doing that might be causing a brother or sister to stumble.  If you think or something, first seek out your brother or sister and seek their forgiveness.  Then commit to change your behavior so that your behavior won’t ever be a stumbling block to that person again.  Alternatively, think about whether you might be harboring resentment against a stronger brother over something that brother might have done that offended you.  If you can think of something, seek out your brother and ask for his forgiveness.  And pray that God will give you strength to be able to not be easily offended by the behavior of others with regard to “disputable matters.”
See you next week!

