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“When Believers Disagree – Part 1”      Text – Romans 14:1-12   WCF 20    OT Reading – Isaiah 45:14-25

Congregation of the Lord Jesus Christ,
Psalm 133:1 begins with these words, “How good and pleasant it is when brothers live together in unity!”   And just thinking about the reality of what that verse speaks of – warm fuzzies!!
· But just think now about the opening words of 1 Corinthians, where Paul says, “My brothers, some from Chloe's household have informed me that there are quarrels among you.  What I mean is this: One of you says, "I follow Paul"; another, "I follow Apollos"; another, "I follow Cephas"; still another, "I follow Christ."”  
· And then, as you continue through Corinthians, you have one example of disunity after another needing to be addressed.  
· The Galatian believers were “biting and devouring” one another, the Colossian believers were at each other over rules about eating and drinking and religious festival observance and genealogies, the Ephesian believers received a command to “make every effort to keep the unity of the Spirit,” and two women in Philippi needed help with their personal battle, and the whole church was urged to be “like-minded” and “one in spirit and purpose.”  
· And as we come to this chapter in Romans, it is clear from v2 that some believers ate everything while others ate only vegetables, from v5 that some observed special religious days while others did not, and from v21 that some drank wine while others did not.  And issues like these were causing a great deal of friction and upset.
· And today?  Well, where to begin.  We have Christians all around the world who recognize “one body and one Spirit … one Lord, one faith, one baptism; one God and Father of all,” and “one holy catholic and apostolic church,” but who worship in around 33,000 different denominations that are separated by doctrinal or ethnic or historical or liturgical or cultural or administrative, etc, beliefs or practices. 
· And if you have spent any time talking with other Christians, you will have come across debates about dancing, TV, divorce and remarriage, watching movies, reading certain genres of literature, is Christian Heavy metal or Reformed Hip-hop OK? (And I kid you not, Reformed Hip-hop is a recognized category!), Bible versions, schooling choices, parenting styles, clothing debates like ‘modesty’ or ‘Sunday-wear,’ what we sing in church – psalms only or psalms and hymns, should we use instruments to accompany singing?, and, if so, which ones?, church architecture and decoration (or lack of it), should we observe Christmas and Easter or not, common cup or individual cup at the Lord’s Supper, round the table or in the pew, doing homework on Sunday, travelling long distance on Sunday, candles in the church… 
In fact it would be embarrassing to know how many trees have become paper that Christians have written on to promote or defend their view of this or that, or how much space on the internet is dedicated to this sort of discussion!
But many of us have been at the pointy end of such debates.  We have experienced the fallout that can occur when believers disagree.  And it is quite unpleasant.  
But perhaps we have also experienced a godly way of dealing with differences; a recognition of unity in essentials even though there is diversity in non-essentials.
Well, whatever the case may be, in Rom. 14, believers who disagree receive godly counsel.  
And I want to begin with a few words about the context and the passage in general, before we look at these first 12 verses which are a call not to condemn one another.  
So first of all, the context and this passage in general.

1. Looking back to the glorious survey of salvation that is ch’s 1-11, Romans 12:1 began by urging believers to a life of living and active worship, “in view of God’s mercies.”  We have been shown such great and underserved mercy by God, in Jesus Christ, our life should be one of love for God and for others.  
a. So the Spirit of God, through Paul, has been very specific about what that love-fuelled life looks like between brothers and sisters and towards those outside the church.  As we see in 13:10, “Love does no harm to its neighbour.  Therefore love is the fulfilment of the law.”  
i. Well, as these exhortations come to a close in the Book of Romans, the Apostle now gets very specific with an example of what love looks like in the church.  
ii. And it is important that we get that!  As you read 14:1, “Accept him whose faith is weak,” what you are reading is “Love does no harm to its neighbour” made concrete and specific.  And the same is so for every instruction given in these verses.  
A. All that we read here amounts to: God has loved you in Jesus Christ, so love one another in this matter in this way…  
1) And indeed, this will be stated quite plainly here in vv1-12.
2. But secondly, what is the nature of the instruction given here in Romans 14?  Is Paul speaking to a specific set of issues in the Roman church or is this just general counsel for all believers?  And here we come to an application of this passage because believers disagree on the answer to this question!  Some think it is just general counsel while others believe it speaks for to something specific to the Roman congregation.  But while these words are useful counsel for all believers, there is good reason in the text to see that Paul is addressing a specific need in the Roman Christian community.  And seeing this will help us understand and interpret what is being said here.  
a. In 1 Corinthians 10, there is counsel similar to that given here in Romans.  But there the specific issue was the eating of meat sacrificed to idols, while here in Romans the issues are any meat, special days and wine.  So while the basic counsel is the same, as would be expected, the issues that gave rise to the counsel here in Romans are Roman church issues.
b. But turn with me also to Romans 2:1.  For there we see the same language as that used in ch. 14.  Paul is rebuking a certain group, who v17 makes clear are Jewish believers, because they judge and condemn the Gentile believers.  So there was tension in the Roman church between Jewish believers and Gentile believers.  And Romans 15:8-13, which ends this section, is all about the inclusion of Jew and Gentile among the one people of God.  So ch. 14 is a specific example of the tensions between Jew and Gentile believers.
3. But it is also very important that we stress the word ‘believers.’  
a. We are not talking here about those Jews who held that you must observe the Law of Moses in order to be saved.  We are talking here about Jews who believe in salvation by Christ alone, but who are still coming to terms with the cultural or religious or traditional implications of that belief for things they have done or not done for 2000 years!  They have not eaten meat or drunk wine and have observed these days for ages, so they are finding it hard to leave those practices behind or embrace new ones.
Well, with all that in mind, there is one more general issue that we need to address as we begin, but we can do that as we consider the first of the three sections of vv1-12.  And those three sections are vv1-4, vv5-9, and vv10-12.  For notice in v4 that you have a question, “Who are you to judge…?, and then in v10, a similar question, “Why do you judge…?  And in between those two questions, you have what we might call the theology for the counsel that is given here.  
So, as we consider this call not to condemn one another, we see the problem introduced, in vv1-4, and then the theological foundation for this counsel, in vv5-9, and lastly, the   strong rebuke of vv10-12.
Firstly though, the problem introduced in vv1-4.
Boys and girls, I want you to imagine that you are at school and class is about to begin just after lunch.  So you take your seat and the teacher comes in and asks you to be quiet.  And you notice just then that there are a few empty chairs in the classroom; that not everyone has come back to class after lunch.  And your teacher sits on the edge of her desk, with a very serious look on her face, and says, “Class, I want to talk with you about bullying.”  Well, your first thoughts are likely to be what?  Oh oh!  Who has been hurt?  And who is the bully?
1. Well, v1 is kind of like the teacher’s statement.  As we read, “Accept him whose faith is weak,” it forces us to ask, who is the ‘weak’ one? and, by implication, who is the ‘strong’ one?  And, from vv1 & 3, who was ‘passing judgment’ and ‘condemning’ and ‘looking down’ on the other?  And this is the last general issue that needs answering before we consider the counsel given to these Roman Christians, which is also counsel for all believers everywhere.  So, what is the root issue being addressed here?  What is the problem introduced?  
a. And in this chapter which deals with believers who disagree with each other, sadly, we weak and imperfect believers being what we are, this will now be the second matter upon which believers disagree!  In fact, if you read commentators, you will discover that there are as many as six different explanations of the root issue here in Rome that is spelled out in v1! (Won’t it be great to be in heaven when a) we wont need to know which understanding of this Bible verse is correct and which isn’t and/or b) we will know and understand better than we do now!!  Amen?)

b. But rather than work through the pros and cons of each view, let me simply state the view that I believe the text best supports, which is that the ‘weak’ were Jewish believers who refrained from all meat and all wine and observed some special days, like the Jewish Sabbath and the Feast Days, out of respect for the Law of Moses.  
i. Now, just to be clear, the Law of Moses does not forbid eating all meat or drinking any wine.  But rather than eat meat or drink wine that may at some time have been offered to idols, many Jews in those times thought it safer to ‘err on the side of holiness’ and avoid them completely.  
A. So these are the ‘weak’ ones described here in Romans 14.  
ii. And the ‘strong’ are the Gentile Christians who saw themselves as free of the need to observe those OT days and free to eat meat or drink wine, even if it might have been offered to idols.  They are the two ‘groups’ in view here.  
c. Now, the implication of how Paul expresses this counsel is that he associated himself with the strong.  He recognized that it was OK to eat meat and drink wine and not to observe the days.  And it would have been his hope that one day the Jewish believers could leave that ‘weak’  view or practise behind and be one with the ‘strong.’

d. But for now, the problem between the strong and the weak was a failure on the part of the ‘strong’/the Gentile Christians, to “accept” the ‘weak’/the Jewish Christians.  
i. And instead, in v3, they were “looking down” on their fellow believers who did not eat meat, etc.  
ii. But the weak/the Jewish believers, in their turn, again from v3, were condemning their Gentile brethren because they ate meat and didn’t observe the days, etc.
So that is the specific problem introduced.  But now let’s move on to vv5-9 where we see the theological foundation for the counsel is explained.  And once we have seen that and then the strong rebuke of vv10-12, we will be ready to consider what all this means for the differences that may exist between us as believers today.
1. And it begins at the end of v5 where each believer is told that he must be “fully convinced in his own mind.”  And this is necessary, as vv6-9 go on to spell out, because the Christian life is life lived unto??  What?  
a. And boys and girls, I want you to look at vv6-9 and tell us what word or title appears 7 times in those few verses.  The Christian life is lived unto the?  Lord!  
i. Paul says to the Jewish believers, you don’t observe a day or avoid meat, ultimately, for the sake of your relatives or out of respect for Moses or to please your family or for health reasons or because of peer pressure, or to show those Gentiles how holy you are, etc.  It is “to the Lord,” or giving thanks “to the Lord.”  
ii. And you Gentiles, if you do eat or don’t observe a day, it is not, ultimately, because you are Roman or Greek or to demonstrate your freedom or to make a theological point to the Jews, etc.  It is “to the Lord,” or giving thanks “to the Lord.”  
b. Turn back with me, please, to Romans 1:4.  There, at the very beginning of the epistle, Paul says this about Jesus: He was “declared with power to be the Son of God by His resurrection from the dead: Jesus Christ our Lord.”  
i. So as we travel forward in Romans now, through Romans 12:1 and the call to live the Christian life “in view of God’s mercy,” return again to 14:7-9, “For none of us lives to himself alone.  If 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.  For this very reason, Christ died and returned to life so that He might be the Lord of both the dead and the living.”  
ii. The truth of who Jesus Christ is and what He has done must and will shape the life that believers live.  He is your Lord.  He is your master.  
A. How does LD1 of the Heidelberg Catechism begin?  “I am not my own, but belong, body and soul, in life and in death, to my faithful Saviour, Jesus Christ.”  
B. He is Lord of all!  
1) You live, physically, because He as created you.  
2) You live, spiritually, because He rose again and has given you new life by the Spirit.  
3) And you will die at the moment of His choosing.

4) But you will die knowing that life awaits you beyond death, because you are united with Christ!  
a) Your life and death serve the Lord’s purpose and in life and death you belong to the Lord.  
b) So you have a responsibility to live in a way that constantly brings honour and glory to His name.  
c) And if this is your priority, you see; if this is your motivation, you will be less likely to judge others over the way that they honour Him!
Well, thirdly and lastly before we conclude with more application for today, note next the                 strong rebuke given in vv10-12.

1. And this section begins, also, with a question: To the ‘weak,’ “Why do you judge your brother?”  and to the ‘strong,’ “Why do you look down on your brother?”  And the inappropriateness of these attitudes is seen in what is said next, “For we will all stand before God’s judgment seat.”   And then, after quoting some of the words we read from Isaiah 45 earlier, words that speak of the authority to rule and judge of King Jesus, the concluding words are: “So then, each of us will give an account of himself to God.”  
a. Believer, on Judgment Day, King Jesus will not seek your opinion on the views and practises of the person sitting beside you on the pew!  
i. There will be no, Andre, what do you think?  Should so and so have worn that quite short skirt? or Should that elder have voted to change from a common cup to individual cups?  
ii. Jesus Christ gave up His life to cover the sins of God’s elect and to earn the right to be their judge.  Who do you think you are!  
A. You see, when you judge that a person is ungodly because they have a TV in the home, you are putting Jesus out of a job!  He is not needed on the judgment throne of heaven, because you have already decided this matter for Him!  How dare you!  How dare you – you with your weak and limited and sin-affected abilities and understandings.  No, you concern yourself with yourself and the Lord, because it is He to whom you will give an account!  
b. Brothers and sisters, young people and boys and girls, this area of believers disagreeing with each other is an area we will come up against again and again and again.  It is an area that the devil delights to stir up in congregations – get them arguing over this view or that practise – get them condemning each other or looking down their noses at each other and then avoiding each other.  
i. And pretty soon, it is game, set and match to the evil one, as this church splits or that believer changes church because of this or that preference or a new denomination is established.  
A. And our failure to guard our attitudes at times like these is, as we see here, first and foremost is a vertical problem before it is a horizontal one.  It is a forgetting or an ignoring the Lordship of Jesus Christ and His place as Judge, which makes it a serious failing.   
So, what else does all of this mean in relation to the types of issues I mentioned at the beginning of the sermon?  Well, in one sense, not a lot!
You see, in one important sense, the issues here in Rome are not the same as the issues I listed at the beginning of the sermon.  The ‘disputable matters’ of Romans 14 arose at a unique time in the history of the church.  This was a NT church without a NT!  This was the time of change between Israel and the ceremonial law and the NT church of the Lord Jesus Christ.  This was a time of transition between OT practise and NT practise.  And these issues arose as believers struggled to work out the implications of what freedom from the law meant; what life in Jesus Christ meant.  And many if not all of the issues I listed at the beginning of the sermon are just not in that category.  They are not issues of stronger and weaker.  They are issues, sometimes of right and wrong, and at other times of areas where believers have both seriously considered biblical principle but fall out on one or other side of a discussion.  And they may both die committed to ‘their view,’ and unable to agree on the matter.
The chief usefulness of Romans 14 then is in the attitudes it calls us to when we disagree.  Let me illustrate this for you:
1. The Christian blogger, Tim Challies, recently wrote an article about sleepovers, which is when your child has another child or children sleep at your place for the night.  

a. And Tim Challies explained why he and his wife did not permit their children to go on sleepovers.  And it is not because there is a verse in the Bible that says You shall not allow your children to sleepover.  No, the main reasons he gave were twofold, one was the increasing danger of sexual abuse and the other was the potential for foolishness or sinful behaviour that sleepovers seem to foster – no sleep!, watch late-night TV, dirty jokes, pranks, dares, etc.  

i. Now, as I have relayed that to you, some of you will already be thinking, Hey!  That makes a lot of sense.  I will have to give that some thought for my children.  I must look that article up.  

ii. But others of you are thinking, What a load of baloney!  Do we mistrust everybody now?  Is our view of God that small?  

iii. And you are all in good company.  Over 750,000 people read that article just in the week after it was posted!  And it caused a storm of controversy.  Listen to what Tim Challies wrote about the controversy: “While I did receive a lot of very helpful feedback from people who agreed and who disagreed with me, there was also an awful lot of anger and bickering. Christians too often do poorly with controversy, even on relatively minor discussions like this one. We are quick to feel judged and slow to extend grace and understanding.  If we aren’t careful, “Why my family doesn’t do sleepovers” quickly morphs into, “Why you’re a terrible parent and will ruin your children if you allow sleepovers.”  Takeaway: We need to grow in our ability to deal well with controversy.””

1. And here is illustration number 2.  It will surprise most if not all of us to learn this, but there was a time when Christians were bitterly divided over the radio.  

b. When ‘the wireless,’ as it was called then, was first invented and started to become popular, some Christians bought one and set it up at home while other Christians wanted nothing to do with it, whatsoever.  

c. Those who had one thought the anti-radio brigade were silly and those who would not have one couldn’t believe that serious Christians could allow such a thing into their homes.  

d. And there were letters to the editor and letters to sessions and presbyteries and synods about this evil device.  

e. Do you know why?  Because we are told in Ephesians 2:2 that Satan is the “prince of the power of the air.”  And what else is the ‘power of the air’ but the radio!  After all, announcers were ‘on air’ and radios broadcast over the ‘air waves’ and could bring evil and filth right into our homes!  

f. And you know the types of biblical principles that were being thrown around in the debate – Well meaning Christians believed that serious things were at stake here – things like holiness and gospel freedom and weighing up potential for gospel proclamation with the potential for evil.  And the end result then was, Christians divided over the radio.  

g. And I suspect that some of us will be involved in debates today, using those same biblical principles, over something like TV or the Internet or Snapchat, but we all have a radio.
So let’s end with what Romans 14 calls us to when we disagree:
1. And in the first place, note how these issues are described in v1 – “Disputable matters.”  Other English versions use the words “opinions” or “doubtful disputations” or “inward reasonings.”  These are the sorts of things we are not to pass judgment on.  
a. And congregation, this is a category of issues quite different from things like Did Jesus physically rise from the dead? or Is homosexuality sinful? Those are not disputable matters.  Those are things on which the Bible is plain and clear.  
i. Romans 14 is not calling me to accept those who claim to believe in Jesus but who deny the plain teaching of Scripture.  
b. And look back also, for a moment, at Romans 13:13: “Let us behave decently, as in the daytime, not in orgies and drunkenness, not in sexual immorality and debauchery, not in dissension and jealousy.”  Again, matters such as sex outside of marriage, for example, are also not disputable matters.  
i. Romans 14 is not calling me to accept those who have a more tolerant view of sexual behaviour than I do.  
c. In short, what is in view here are matters over which Christians may have a different opinion when it comes to the application of biblical principles.  
i. The Bible simply does not tell us if sleepovers are OK or not!  
ii. And while the Bible does tell us about purity and love your neighbour and modesty, it does not give a prescribed wardrobe with measurements.
iii. And while the Bible does command us to sing to the Lord, it does not give us proportions for numbers of hymns and Psalms in our songbooks.  
And as for our attitudes toward those who disagree with us on disputable matters?
Accept him…
And to accept him does not mean meet with him or her just to argue about these issues.  
Accept him doesn’t mean just tolerate him or her with what you think are their whacky ideas.  
No, as you have been accepted into fellowship with God, through Christ, despite your remaining sin and theological inconsistencies and wobbly holiness, so love and fellowship with and pray for and laugh with and weep with and visit when they are ill, your brother or sister in Christ who may hold to a different view or practise than you do.  
And don’t pass judgment – that is the Lord’s prerogative; that is the Lord’s business.  Do not condemn him or her for her views.  Do not look down your nose at he or she who won’t do what you are convinced you are quite within your rights to do.

Instead, remember that you will give an account to Judge Jesus for your beliefs and practises.  

Risky illustration – Christian women who believed it wrong to drink wine – invited an unbelieving friend to an evening with church friends – unbel. brought bottle of wine – host drank a glass w her!
Galatians 5:13-15  You, my brothers, were called to be free. But do not use your freedom to indulge the sinful nature; rather, serve one another in love.  The entire law is summed up in a single command: "Love your neighbor as yourself."  If you keep on biting and devouring each other, watch out or you will be destroyed by each other.
Love – Our liberty in Christ must be put in service to love for God and for others.  Amen.
