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“When Believers Disagree – Part 2”      Text – Romans 14:13-23        WCF 20       OT Reading – Proverbs 15

Congregation of the Lord Jesus Christ,
In this section of the Book of Romans, believers who disagree receive godly counsel.  
And last Sunday afternoon, we looked at vv1-12, which are a call not to condemn one another.  
And for our own sakes as well as for those who were not here last week, some review might be helpful.  
The situation being addressed in the Roman church is this: Gentile believers understood that they were free in Christ to eat meat and drink wine, even if it had previously been sacrificed to idols, and that the feast days of the OT were no longer to be observed.  But Jewish believers were finding it very hard to change practices that for so long had been part of how they served the Lord.  
And this was a time when NT believers did not yet have the NT, and these are issues which the Apostle Paul believed should and would disappear with time and teaching.  Eventually the Jews would come to understand what freedom in Christ meant for issues like these.  And that is why these two groups are cast as ‘strong’ and ‘weak.’   
Now, there are some disagreements between believers today that are also situations of strong and weak.  And I will share some examples of those latter in the sermon.  But most often, when you and I disagree about something, it is not a matter of ‘strong’ and ‘weak.’  

Generally, because you and have the complete Bible, issues like should we immunize our children, or should we use a common cup or individual cups for the LS or can I let my children watch this movie or infralapsarianism vs supralapsarianism, are ‘disputable matters,’ but not matters of ‘strong’ or ‘weak.’  
You and I have studied the Bible and have just come to different conclusions.  
And it would be arrogant of me to see myself as ‘strong’ on the matter of immunization or Lord’s Supper cups, for example, and my brother or sister as ‘weak.’  We simply hold different convictions.
But when this is so, Romans 14 is still very relevant for us because of what it says about the attitudes believers ought to have when they disagree.  

But the second review point is this: We noted last week that just because someone who calls himself a Christian takes a different view on something does not make it a disputable matter.  Chapter 14 is not calling on me to accept he or she who denies the physical resurrection of Jesus, for example, or who believes that homosexual behaviour is not sinful.  Those are not “disputable matters.”  
Disputable matters are differences of opinion in what we could call secondary doctrines or the application of biblical principles in Christian living.  
1. Let me illustrate this for you: Perhaps you boys and girls remember a story in Acts about a disagreement that arose between Paul and Barnabas about whether or not to take John Mark along with them on a missionary journey.  Do you remember that story?  B believed they should take him and P was convinced they should not.  Now, how they handled this disagreement is sad.  They simply couldn’t agree and ended up parting and going their separate ways.  But the point is that the Bible does not say when you go on a second missionary journey take Mark!  The Bible does not tell us everything about what to do or not do in any given circumstance.  Sometimes, we consider biblical principles and decide that option ‘A’ is best, while others consider biblical principles and decide that option ‘B’ is best; that I can do this or that I cannot do that.  So that’s what we mean by the application of biblical principles in Christian living.
2. But please turn with me also to 2 Peter 3:16.  For there Peter writes that the letters of Paul contain some things that are “hard to understand.”
a. And if you open up your bulletins again to the WCF Articles, you will see 1.7.  And the first footnote of that WCF article, which you don’t have, points to 2 Peter 3:16.  And the article says: 

Not all things in Scripture are equally plain in themselves or equally clear to all; yet those things which are necessary to be known, believed, and observed for salvation are so clearly stated and explained in one place or another in Scripture, that not only the educated but also the uneducated may gain a sufficient understanding of them by a proper use of the ordinary means.
So, the things necessary to be known and believed and observed for salvation are plain and clear, but other things are not so plain and clear, and these we call secondary doctrines.  
b. And in this group we could include things like: Who wrote the Book of Hebrews, for example?   Christians disagree.  Is Postmillennialism or amillennialism what the Bible teaches about the end times?  Christian disagree.  Is the office of minister separate to that of elder and deacon or is the minister just one of the elders?  Christians disagree.  May divorced Christians remarry?  Christians disagree.  
c. But again, Romans 14 is still very relevant for us because of what it says about the attitudes believers ought to have when they disagree.  
Well, as we believers who disagree continue to receive godly counsel, we see in vv13-23 that we must not cause others to stumble.  And the structure of this section of the Spirit’s counsel is the same to that of last week, there is instruction at the beginning and the end, with the theological foundation for the instruction in the middle.  So we will first consider the exhortation in vv13-16 and 20-23, and then the theology in vv17-19, before we consider how these verses speak to a number of modern day scenarios. 
1. And the first half of v13 is really a summary of vv1-12.  So we begin with the second half of v13.  And having aimed the words of vv1-12 largely at the ‘weak,’ Paul now shifts his attention to the ‘strong.’  So to the Gentile believers who felt free to eat meat and drink wine and not to observe the Jewish feasts, Paul says, “make up your mind not to put any stumbling block or obstacle in your brother’s way.”  And those first few words are already very important.
a. You boys and girls might remember that I call Romans 7 the do-do passage.  As a believer in Jesus Christ, Paul says of himself, “I do not understand what I do.  For what I want to do I do not do, but what I hate I do … For what I do is not the good I want to do; no, the evil I do not want to do-- this I keep on doing.”  And do you remember what we call that type of sin?  Remaining sin.  We have a new nature in Christ, as believers, but sin still remains.  And it is very powerful, even in he or she who loves Jesus Christ.  
i. And you boys and girls know how this works, right?  When your brother or sister pushes you, what is your first reaction?  To push them back!  Or if they grab something off you, your first reaction is?  To grab it back.  And in adults too there is still this instinctive urge to sin.  And it was there in the Gentile believers, the ‘strong’ ones.  
ii. But Paul says, “Make up your mind,” or determine within yourself, not to behave in this way.  
iii. Have you ever excused your own bad behaviour or heard others say, I can’t help it ?  That’s just the way I am.  That’s just the way I think.  That’s just the way I react.  But people of God, ‘I can’t help it’ has no place in the believer’s vocabulary.  
A. Before stating the reality of Romans 7, Paul said this in Romans 6, “We died to sin; how can we live in it any longer?”  
B. Having declared the good news of Romans 8:1, “There is now no condemnation for those who are in Christ Jesus,” Paul says, “Therefore, I urge you, brothers, in view of God's mercy, to offer your bodies as living sacrifices, holy and pleasing to God-- this is your spiritual act of worship.”  
1) We must “make up our minds” to do what is holy and pleasing to God.
iv. I have a useful article that I would be happy to share with you – it is about HRT.  And no, that is not Hormone Replacement Therapy but HABIT replacement therapy.  
A. The author of the article says, “It is almost impossible to stop one habit without starting another.  By stopping one bad habit, you create a vacuum that another bad habit will rush into unless you fill it with a good habit of your own choice.  That’s why in the New Testament we read things like, “Put off the old man, and put on the new man.” “Depart from evil, and do good.””  “Flee the evil desires of youth, and pursue righteousness, faith, love and peace.”  
B. And so, Paul here is urging the Gentile believers to HRT – make up your minds to do something different than what you are doing now.
b. So, what was it that the Gentile believers were doing?  How were they putting stumbling blocks or obstacles in the way of their Jewish brethren?  Well, we see how this was occurring in v15 where it says, “If your brother is distressed because of what you eat, you are no longer acting in love.”  The Gentile believers were eating meat and drinking wine in front of their Jewish brethren, in their homes or maybe at shared meals at church, knowing that the Jews found this distressing.  And perhaps they arranged a birthday party celebration or scheduled church events that clashed with Jewish feast days, again, knowing the difficult position that this put their Jewish brethren in.  And in doing things like this, they were putting a ‘stumbling block’ or an ‘obstacle’ in the way of their Jewish brethren.  And it is very important that we rightly understand how the things the Gentile believers were doing might act as a stumbling block for the Jewish believers. 
i. And we all know how a stumbling block works in the literal sense.  Perhaps you boys and girls have seen mum go flying because you just dropped your scooter or a cricket bat on the path to the washing line!!!  
ii. Well these terms had taken on a spiritual meaning.  And so, behaviour like this was behaviour that might cause the soul to stumble.  It was behaviour that might lead a brother or sister into sin.  And the text explains how that might happen in this situation.  
A. Look at v23 – “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.”  
B. So, the Jewish believer, while distressed and troubled and unsure about whether it was really pleasing to the Lord to eat or drink, ate or drank because the Gentile believer did.  And so, even though he did something that was OK in and of itself, because he lacked that certainty, it was a sinful act.  
c. And just how much was at stake here becomes clear in the second part of v15 and v16.  
i. In v15 Paul says, “Do not by your eating destroy your brother for whom Christ died.”
A. It was possible that when these Jewish believers saw what the Gentile believers were doing, sinning, as it seemed to them, they might become confused about what it means to offer your life to God and be discouraged about persevering in the Christian life.
ii. And if a bunch of Jews were to leave the church, what would be seen as the cause of this division?  Those ‘wicked’ Gentiles who were eating meat and drinking wine and not observing the days.  
A. So Paul continues in v16 to the Gentile believers, saying, “Do not allow what you consider good to be spoken of as evil.”  
1) Don’t let these good things be wrongly seen as evil by ramming them down the throats of Jewish brethren who are simply not yet able to see their freedom in Christ in these matters.

2) By all means, eat and drink in the privacy of your own home.  And dialogue about these matters in a gentle way.  But don’t force these practises on your Jewish brethren or these good things will be spoken of as evil. 
Well, that is the instruction, by and large.  But we would be remiss if we did not spend a few moments considering the theology in vv17-19.  “For the kingdom of God is not a matter of eating and drinking, but of righteousness, peace and joy in the Holy Spirit, because anyone who serves Christ in this way is pleasing to God and approved by men.  Let us therefore make every effort to do what leads to peace and to mutual edification.”
1. And it is interesting here that Paul uses the term, “The kingdom of God,” because he does not use it often.  But it’s a big term isn’t it – the kingdom of God.  And we can be sure he deliberately uses it precisely because of its bigness!  
a. Negatively, he doesn’t want believers to lose sight of the ‘big picture’ by getting bogged down with the little things right on the edges of the Christian life.  
b. But positively, he knows that a Christ-like approach to matters like these bring believers the opportunity to enjoy great kingdom blessings.
i. The devil, you see, just delights to see brothers and sisters fall out over ‘eating and drinking’ type matters.  He just rubs his hands in glee at the pain and separation that they can cause.  He loves it when believers dig their heels in this side or that side.
ii. But the Spirit delights when brothers and sisters refuse to wound each other or divide over ‘eating and drinking’ type matters, when they seek after peace and mutual edification.  And this is because those who put themselves and their preferences second, serve Christ.  And the Spirit knows the righteousness, peace and joy that belongs to those who love each other in this way, and the gospel power that such love unleashes!
Well, with all of this in view, let’s consider some modern day scenarios in the light of the principles laid out here in Romans 14.  
1. And its most direct application would arise in the situation where someone who is Jewish or Moslem or from a pagan background becomes a Christian.  For they too would probably take some time to understand all the freedoms we enjoy in Christ.  Let me give you an example:

a. I contacted Rev. Alan Douma during the week.  And for those of you who don’t know him, he is a missionary of our churches in PNG.  And I asked him about Romans 14 situations he had encountered and he mentioned this one:  

One time a student caught a carpet snake.  So he cooked it up and offered me some and I happily ate it with him (And he does say happily ().

Well, a few days later, another student, who was also an elder in the church, came to me and expressed concern that I had been eating snake.  You see, generally, in PNG culture snakes are seen as evil.  And he was concerned for me that I was ingesting evil, and also that others would be upset to know that I was eating snake, or would eat it themselves just because I did even though they had their own concerns about eating snake.

So, even though I have the personal freedom to eat snake, I do not eat it because it causes members in our churches to stumble.

Maybe after a time of teaching, Rev Douma said, I can exercise that freedom again.
So what we have there is a classic ‘stronger’ brother/ ‘weaker’ brother scenario.  And the stronger brother gladly refrains from a freedom for the sake of Christ and out of love for his weaker brother, hoping that with teaching and time they will both be able to enjoy the freedom together.
2. But now let’s consider some other scenarios that are similar but different.
a. And the first comes from our own churches.  Our churches were originally made up of a lot of Dutch immigrants who came to NZ after WWII.  And for many of them, the experience of the war was fresh and very painful.  Well, in the Blue Psalter Hymnal there was a hymn that had a German tune that was very prominent during the war.  And it was just too painful for our Dutch brothers and sisters to hear that tune.  Now, it was just a tune.  There was nothing intrinsically evil or idolatrous about the tune.  It wasn’t the case that the tune placed the brothers and sisters in a religious quandary.  It was just the pain of association.  So, do ministers pick the hymn or organists play it because the oldies should just get over themselves?  No!  That would be unloving and insensitive.  And Romans 14 reminds us that the kingdom of God is not a matter of eating and drinking.  And choosing that tune in worship is simply unnecessary.  
b. But here is another one from Rev. Douma: In PNG there is a feast or famine approach to food and drink.  If you have food or drink today, you eat and drink all of it, including alcohol.  So drunkenness can be an issue even among believers.  Therefore, in view of Romans 14, while Rev. Douma has no issues with drinking alcohol himself, and while that is what he teaches from the Bible, he simply does not drink alcohol at all because to do so could be seen to be giving approval to how they drink it, which would only exacerbate the problem.  Again, it is love for Christ and love for my brother that have led him forego something he thinks is OK.
3. And do you see the key attitude in play here?  It is J.O.Y. – Jesus first, others second, yourself last.  Are your beliefs and practices consistent with the love for the Lord and for brother and sister that Rom. 14 sets before us?  That is the question.
4. And I make that point as we come now to another scenario that is relevant to Rom. 14, and which is more typical of the situations that you and I encounter as ‘mature’ believers.  You see, it can happen that when ‘mature’ believers disagree on a disputable matter, that one or both of them take hold of Romans 14 as a kind of ‘weaker brother trump card.’  
a. And most of you will know how trump cards work in card games – you slap your trump card down on the pile of played cards and you win – trump beats anything.  

b. And so, two believers will be discussing something, and one of them says to the other, I find it offensive that you do this or do not do that.  And that’s the ‘weaker brother trump card’ that has been played, right there.  The idea is that because I find it offensive, you must now stop doing it.  
i. For example, you say that you would like to put a Christmas tree in the foyer of the church.  But I tell you that I would find that offensive, the implication being, there should be no Christmas tree in the foyer of the church.
ii. But here is the problem with that line of reasoning.  If you use the ‘A Christmas tree would offend me’ line, you are aligning yourself with the Jewish believers and the one who wants the Christmas tree with Paul and the Gentile believers.  You are saying, my faith is immature and I am not yet ready to see that a Christmas Tree is in keeping with freedom in Christ.  One day, perhaps, but not yet.  And that simply is not how it is in a debate over Christmas trees between mature believers.  We simply have different convictions on a secondary matter.  
A. So the key principle in a matter such as this one is the one we saw in v17 – “the kingdom of God does not consist in eating and drinking but in righteousness, peace and joy in the Spirit.”  Or, in other words, Rom. 13:10, “Love does no harm to its neighbour.  Therefore love is the fulfillment of the law.” 

B. So one believer says – I recognize that the Kingdom of God is not about Christmas trees, so I will not demand one because I love my brother.

C. And the other believer says – I recognize that the kingdom of God is not about Christmas trees so if the Session has permitted a Christmas tree in the foyer, and I have raised my convictions with them but they do not agree, I will let the matter rest.  

D. And when these two are trying to ‘out-love’ the other, if that were possible (, get ready to enjoy the blessing of “righteousness, peace and joy in the Holy Spirit” that v17 talks about.
c. Well, one more point of application before we end.  And this point comes from v23 where we see that everything we do must be done in faith.  We must be absolutely convinced that what we do is something that is holy and pleasing in the sight of God.  Because if we know it is not or are in any way unsure about it, but still do it, we sin.  
i. And again, let me give you a very specific example of where this verse intersects with Christian living today.  Not too long ago, a young woman wrote to Pastor John Piper with a question.  She said, “Pastor John, do you believe there is a difference between film nudity versus pornography?  I know many Christians who are against porn, but they have no issue watching movies or TV shows that show graphic nudity.”  And the next day, someone else added to that question with the example of a very popular TV show called Game of Thrones.  GoT has become rather infamous for its explicit nudity and sex scenes, and for graphic scenes of rape and sexual violence against women.  But it is the number one rating HBO TV show in the USA and is also hugely popular around the world and here in NZ.  
ii. And my guess is that it is not just watched by non-Christians.  
iii. Well, Pastor John Piper responded with 12 questions you should ask before you watch GoT.  And if you Google 12 questions GoT, you will find the article.  And the questions were helpful questions like Am I recrucifying Christ?  Does it advance my holiness?  When will I ‘tear out the eye that is causing me to sin,’ if not now?  Do I want to see God?  Because it is the pure who will see God according to Matthew 5:8.  Would I be glad for my wife or daughter to play that role?  
iv. But here was the last question: Am I Free from Doubt?  And Pastor John pointed to v23 of our text and continued, “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.”  Paraphrased: If you doubt, don’t.  [And just that principle] would alter the viewing habits of millions [of believers], and oh how sweetly they would sleep with their conscience.  So I say it again.  Join me in the pursuit of the kind of purity that sees God, and knows the fullness of joy in his presence and the everlasting pleasure at His right hand.”
Well, by way of conclusion, I sincerely hope that you do not walk out of here with opinions on Christmas trees and Game of Thrones being the new measure by which we judge one another.  
May it be, instead, that what we have loudest of all is Romans 13:10, “Love does no harm to its neighbor. Therefore love is the fulfillment of the law,” and Romans 14:17-19, “For the kingdom of God is not a matter of eating and drinking, but of righteousness, peace and joy in the Holy Spirit, because anyone who serves Christ in this way is pleasing to God and approved by men.  Let us therefore make every effort to do what leads to peace and to mutual edification.”
Jesus, the Son of Man and Son of God, came not to be served but to serve.  And it may be that in the past, as we think about what we have learned, we recognize times where we have not got this matter right.  But brothers and sisters, He has taken those sins to the cross.  And He is able, by His Spirit, to serve Him in the way of Romans 14 that is pleasing to God and approved by men.  Amen.

