What in the World is God Doing?
Part 54: Food, Festivals, and Fellowship
Romans 14:1-12
14 As for the one who is weak in faith, welcome him, but not to quarrel over opinions. 2 One person believes he may eat anything, while the weak person eats only vegetables. 3 Let not the one who eats despise the one who abstains, and let not the one who abstains pass judgment on the one who eats, for God has welcomed him. 4 Who are you to pass judgment on the servant of another? It is before his own master that he stands or falls. And he will be upheld, for the Lord is able to make him stand. 

5 One person esteems one day as better than another, while another esteems all days alike. Each one should be fully convinced in his own mind. 6 The one who observes the day, observes it in honor of the Lord. The one who eats, eats in honor of the Lord, since he gives thanks to God, while the one who abstains, abstains in honor of the Lord and gives thanks to God. 7 For none of us lives to himself, and none of us dies to himself. 8 For if we live, we live to the Lord, and if we die, we die to the Lord. So then, whether we live or whether we die, we are the Lord’s. 9 For to this end Christ died and lived again, that he might be Lord both of the dead and of the living. 

10 Why do you pass judgment on your brother? Or you, why do you despise your brother? For we will all stand before the judgment seat of God; 11 for it is written, 



“As I live, says the Lord, every knee shall bow to me, 

and every tongue shall confess to God.” 

12 So then each of us will give an account of himself to God.
Our journey through Paul’s letter to the Romans has been like an extended vacation in a foreign land. As we touched down we were greeted with the official welcome: For I am not ashamed of the gospel, for it is the power of God for salvation to everyone who believes, to the Jew first and also to the Greek. 17 For in it the righteousness of God is revealed from faith for faith, as it is written, “The righteous shall live by faith” (1:16-17).
We arrived in the dark night time of the opening three chapters, detailing the hopelessness and helplessness of sin. In chapter 3 through the beginning of chapter 5, we find the restorative and refreshing cure of peace with God through the shed blood of the Lord Jesus Christ. In chapters 6-8 we toured the deep character of the Christian life from our slavery in Adam to our glorious inheritance in Christ; we learned that we have new software (the Holy Spirit) operating upon the old hardware of sinful flesh that produces a present struggle that will one day end when we arrive at Mount Glory. 
In chapters 9-11 we gazed upon more of God’s glory as we saw something of his complete and total sovereignty in his providential dealings with humanity and his great plan to take people from every tribe and tongue and nation and make them one great mass of redeemed servants of Christ. Then, we came to chapters 12-13 to see how people in this great gospel community, the church, live out their day-to-day lives as blessings to everyone around them. Citizens of this country give themselves to each other as sacrifices because they have a new mindset; they know they are not their own but belong body and soul to the Lord Jesus Christ; and He has given them away to serve others in humility, honor, respect and peace.
Now we come to another slight change in terrain on our Romans tour in chapter 14 and the first half of 15. Paul took only two verses in chapter 12 to talk about the renewed gospel mind. Discussing a proper view of self and others took only 6 verses. A call to love one another took 13 verses. Then he spent 7 verses each on our relationship to government and on our conduct in light of the brevity of our lives.
But now his discussion of how Christians are to accept and support other Christians when they do not think or behave as they should fills all of chapter 14 and the first half of chapter 15, a total of thirty-five verses. …this is the last major subject Paul discusses, since following this he begins to talk about personal matters -- his own future plans and his final greetings.

The very last thing Paul wants to leave on our minds is how the love he has commanded works out when our conscience conflicts with another believer’s conscience. He doesn’t spend his last bits of parchment on economics or ecology or the liberation of politically-oppressed people – things we might think are surely important to all of our day-to-day lives. No. The very last bit of instruction is on the primacy of the gospel culture inside the church.

I. DESCRIPTION (14:1-2, 5-6)
A. Background
1. The apostle begins with this general command: “As for the one who is weak in faith, welcome him, but not to quarrel over opinions.”
2. The Romans aren’t the only congregation to whom Paul writes of strength, weakness, diet, and days. But his application to the Romans is quite different than what he writes to the Galatians and Colossians.
3. In Corinth, there was a dietary dispute over eating meat that had come from animals killed in pagan sacrifices. Paul told them idols weren’t real, had no power and there was nothing wrong with the meat per se; but, the primary issue was dealing with one another in love.
4. In Colossae, there were teachers telling the church that certain things should not be tasted or even touched. The Judiazers for Jesus conference speakers were teaching that only those who practiced certain rites and observed certain rituals and kept certain feasts would be accepted by God at the final judgment.
5. The Judaizers for Jesus had a great impact upon the Asian Gaul’s theology. Most in the congregations of Galatia began keeping Kosher and celebrating Jewish Feast days – not to mention the gentile males getting circumcised. All in hopes they would be really, fully saved.
6. In Colossians and Galatians, Paul’s focus was on the “Jesus +” doctrines and the false teachers promoting those doctrines. The Judaizers for Jesus were perverting the crucial doctrine of justification by faith alone in Christ alone. Paul wanted believers to know that in Christ they were free from the “do good to earn good” slavery of legalism because Jesus paid it all and earned it all.

7. But in Rome, it doesn’t appear that the Judiazers for Jesus had ever held a Torah Conference. Romans chapter 16 suggests that Paul knew about 30 Christians living in Rome; he mentions at least three house churches. So he’s familiar enough to have an idea of the issues in the local church.
8. He knows the differences in Rome are NOT over how Jesus Christ saves sinners. In Rome there are at least two groups of people who believe everything in Romans chapters 1-11. One eats meat and doesn’t celebrate a church calendar. The other group does. 
9. But Paul recognizes there is a problem, or potential problem, threatening the peaceful humility of their gospel culture. The problem is a constant one in all churches in all ages: our quest for our own glory through relative morality. That quest even drives some of our desire for a pure theology. 

B. Weakness and Welcoming
1. So, Paul tells the Romans that a gospel culture is a welcoming culture. It doesn’t argue over minor matters of conscience that create factions or cliques in the congregation. 
2.  2 One person believes he may eat anything, while the weak person eats only vegetables. Likely, these vegetarians were Jesus-worshipping Jews who could no longer buy kosher meat from the Jesus-rejecting Jews in the marketplace; so their only choice to keep kosher was to become vegetarians, like Daniel and his friends had done in the Babylonian captivity. 

3.  5 One person esteems one day as better than another, while another esteems all days alike. These first-generation Jewish believers grew up celebrating the Jewish church calendar and it just felt wrong not to keep the feast days. After all, these feast days all pointed to our redemption in Christ.
4. They had all been brought up to believe that observing feast days was a way their people glorified God.

5. Both vv. 3 and 5 are examples of those individuals Paul describes in verse 1 as weak in faith. Their insight into how trust into Christ has not yet liberated them from a guilty conscience for not keeping certain rules; this is a weakness – but not one crucial to their salvation.

6. So those who are weak in faith are those who actually have a strong conscience over certain practices such as days and diets. In 15:1, Paul will describe himself and others as belonging to the strong (in faith). 
7. The difference between the strong and the weak is this: the weak have a strong conscience; the strong have an instructed conscience.  Strong consciences are not necessarily biblically-instructed consciences.

8. Paul makes it clear that Christians must follow their consciences. But the believer’s conscience cannot be independent of Scripture. 5b Each one should be fully convinced in his own mind. 
9. He’s speaking of the gospel-renewed mind (12:2) that recognizes the reconciling work of Jesus. If believers are reconciled to God in Christ, they are to display reconciliation among each other for the sake of the gospel. A gospel culture is a reconciled culture.
II. DANGERS (14:3-4)
A. Despising
1. Paul’s instruction is not something IN ADDITION to the gospel of God’s grace. It arises OUT OF the gospel of God’s grace and boils down to whether I am in the “glorify myself” business or in the “glorify Jesus” business.
2. If I am in the “glorify Jesus” business, then I can’t immediately pounce upon someone else and begin sorting out their scruples. “Ah, you’re a first-time visitor. Tell me, what’s your position on Jesus and vegetarianism?” Are you with ME or against ME? How can I use you in my glory war?

3. 3 Let not the one who eats despise the one who abstains, and let not the one who abstains pass judgment on the one who eats, for God has welcomed him. 4 Who are you to pass judgment on the servant of another? It is before his own master that he stands or falls. And he will be upheld, for the Lord is able to make him stand. 
4. The first danger in the conscience/glory war is that the strong person will despise the weak. One believer sits down across the table at the agape meal and says, “I notice you didn’t try the pork casserole. It’s really good. My wife made it.” The believer across the table replies, “No thank you. I’m fine with my vegetables.”
5. And because our flesh is passionate for its own glory, this opposing viewpoint becomes a threat to my glory. “What? You think you’re better than me? You and your rabbit diet. You eat the food that MY food eats.” 
6. So in order to protect and promote my glory, I create the Carnivores for Christ faction and announce I’m holding a church Barbeque next week for all the spiritually-advanced, truly sanctified and mature among us. 
7. I begin listening for anything I consider pro-vegetarian in the sermons and Sunday school classes so that I can “express concern about it” to my Carnivores for Christ friends.
8. Pretty soon the newly-organized faction, Victorious Vegetarians, are lobbing the charge “antinomian” (against God’s law) across the supper table and the Carnivores for Christ are shooting back with the charge of “legalists.” And both sides are trampling the peace that Jesus purchased for his people with his precious blood.
9. The Carnivores for Christ start blogging against the Victorious Vegetarians. The Victorious Vegetarians start a Twitter war. Everybody is busying themselves collecting gossip to publish so their side can sell more books and more tickets to their next conference.

10. What happened? No one is focused upon glorifying Jesus Christ by humbly sacrificing themselves to and for one another. Everyone is focused upon protecting the glory of their relative morality displayed in their perfect theology.
11. The personal despising has now blossomed into open public condemnation.
B. Condemnation
1. What began as looking down upon someone else so that I could glory in my own “Godly” reputation and my “excellent theology” now becomes a charge that this “so-called brother in Christ” is sinning his soul away.
2. For the first-generation Jewish Christian, brought up under the Mosaic Law, what you ate and when you ate it determined whether you were actually a part of God’s people. Blood was shed over these issues. People had been killed for refusing to eat pork. People had died for keeping the Sabbath and refusing to celebrate pagan feast days.
3. It was so easy for Gentile believers, not raised with the restrictions and ordinances of the Mosaic diet and calendar, to harbor resentment and ultimately even to question the salvation of their Jewish brothers and sisters in Christ.

4. Without Jesus-focus, fellowship becomes dependent upon things other than the saving, reconciling work of Lord Jesus Christ. The focus shifts to MY works, my opinions, my personal history, my politics, and my very specific theologies; and my loyalty shifts from Jesus to people who are most like me. Because if YOU are LIKE ME, then you are contributing to my glory; there’s glory in numbers.
5. So Paul seeks to shift our focus back to Christ in verse 6: “6 The one who observes the day, observes it in honor of the Lord. The one who eats, eats in honor of the Lord, since he gives thanks to God, while the one who abstains, abstains in honor of the Lord and gives thanks to God.”
6. You see it? Who’s being glorified? THE LORD. Who is supposed to be glorified? THE LORD JESUS CHRIST. So we welcome all those whom Jesus Christ has welcomed.
III. DIRECTIVES (14:7-13)
A. It’s About Jesus (7-9)
1. “7 For none of us lives to himself, and none of us dies to himself. 8 For if we live, we live to the Lord, and if we die, we die to the Lord. So then, whether we live or whether we die, we are the Lord’s. 9 For to this end Christ died and lived again, that he might be Lord both of the dead and of the living.”
2. Does this sound familiar? You don’t belong to yourself. It’s not about you. Ever. It’s about Jesus.
3. There are no “Yes, buts…” to Paul’s command to welcome the one who is weak in faith (but strong in conscience). Welcome without the craving to quarrel over opinions.
4. First command: welcome the weak believers (14:1).  They belong to Jesus. He died for them. He owns them.
B. Judgment (4, 10-12)
1. Second command: do not dare pass judgment on another believer because he or she does not belong to you. He is not your servant. You are not her master.

2. You may condemn the one you think is weak, but the Lord Jesus Christ died just as much for her as for you. And the Lord Jesus is the one who will make both her AND you stand before HIS judgment.
3. “10 Why do you pass judgment on your brother? Or you, why do you despise your brother? For we will all stand before the judgment seat of God; 11 for it is written, ‘As I live, says the Lord, every knee shall bow to me, and every tongue shall confess to God.’ 12 So then each of us will give an account of himself to God.”
4. “Aha!” you say, “She’ll get hers alright! Jesus will really let her have at the final judgment when she has to give an account of her legalistic vegetarianism and her religious days.”

5. “THEN,” you say to yourself, “I’ll get my heavenly mansion and she’ll be living in a cardboard box in my alleyway.” Where’s your focus? It’s on your glory. 
6. And, by the way, all believers are joint heirs with Christ (8:17). Joint heirs receive equal portions. You don’t get a mansion and she doesn’t get a box. Everyone who trusts into Jesus inherits Jesus’ glory.
7. Besides, what does the judgment look like for believers? “4 Who are you to pass judgment on the servant of another? It is before his own master that he stands or falls. And he will be upheld, for the Lord is able to make him stand” (emphasis added).  
8. Jesus will say to the Victorious Vegetarians AND to the Carnivores for Christ the very same thing: “Well done, good and faithful servant.” Why? Because they are clothed in the righteousness of Christ (the ONLY good and faithful servant!).
9. Think the gospel through clearly; but always honor conscientious devotion to the Lord Jesus Christ. It should be crystal clear to each and every one of us listening to this passage that it’s possible to more theologically correct than another believer but less devoted to the Lord Jesus Christ.

10. To despise the weak, is to despise those for whom Jesus shed his precious blood. Paul has said that hasn’t he? “For while we were still weak, at the right time Christ died for the ungodly” (5:6).
11. So, I need drag to the cross every demeaning thought I harbor against my brother or sister in Christ who lives according to their strong conscience in order to glorify Jesus. We need to let our despising die there at Calvary.
12. Of course they live to glorify themselves too; so do you; so do we all in this life. Because our flesh, our old hardware, is constantly at war with our new operating system software – the Holy Spirit.
13. But you and I are not the Holy Spirit. You and I are not Jesus. You and I don’t own our fellow servants. Drag your self-glorying to the cross as well. In Christ Jesus you will find all the infinite approval you need to not be threatened by someone else’s self-glory quest they mix in with their Jesus-glory quest.
14. I’m not going to give you any modern examples of weakness in faith. I don’t need to because the Holy Spirit can and will do that far better than I can. I’ll simply summarize Paul’s point in these 12 verses:
If there is that disposition in you towards another believer in this church family or in the professing church at large of which you say, “I welcome them, but I keep my distance because…” take this word from Paul; Jesus Christ went the full distance to welcome all your brothers and sisters into his Kingdom. You and I, by God’s grace, need to do the same.
God’s law is brutal, isn’t it? It admits no excuses. It demands your total and absolute love of God. It demands your total and absolute love of your neighbor, whether they appear to think they are holier than thou or they’re simply struggling to glorify Jesus the best way they know how. The Law has no “Yes, but….” Maybe, like me, you find this passage very convicting.
But there is a remedy for the stinging rebuke of God’s perfect law, for all your failures and the thousands upon thousands more you will commit before the great Day of Judgment. Did you hear it this morning? 
“For while we were still weak, at the right time Christ died for the ungodly” (5:6). Paul went on to write, “7 For one will scarcely die for a righteous person—though perhaps for a good person one would dare even to die— 8 but God shows his love for us in that while we were still sinners, Christ died for us. 9 Since, therefore, we have now been justified by his blood, much more shall we be saved by him from the wrath of God. 10 For if while we were enemies we were reconciled to God by the death of his Son, much more, now that we are reconciled, shall we be saved by his life. 11 More than that, we also rejoice in God through our Lord Jesus Christ, through whom we have now received reconciliation.”
Are you weary and condemned this morning? We invite you to flee into Christ, in whom there is no condemnation. Trust his perfect law-keeping life and his sacrificial death for your sins. 

Then, one day, you too will be in glory with him and the law that condemns will have become a promise fulfilled in you. Then you WILL love God and your neighbor perfectly, completely, and even eternally.
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