What in the World is God Doing?
Part 55: Scrapping, Scruples, and Service
Romans 14:13-23
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. …
13 Therefore let us not pass judgment on one another any longer, but rather decide never to put a stumbling block or hindrance in the way of a brother. 14 I know and am persuaded in the Lord Jesus that nothing is unclean in itself, but it is unclean for anyone who thinks it unclean. 15 For if your brother is grieved by what you eat, you are no longer walking in love. By what you eat, do not destroy the one for whom Christ died. 16 So do not let what you regard as good be spoken of as evil. 17 For the kingdom of God is not a matter of eating and drinking but of righteousness and peace and joy in the Holy Spirit. 18 Whoever thus serves Christ is acceptable to God and approved by men. 19 So then let us pursue what makes for peace and for mutual upbuilding (emphasis added).
20 Do not, for the sake of food, destroy the work of God. Everything is indeed clean, but it is wrong for anyone to make another stumble by what he eats. 21 It is good not to eat meat or drink wine or do anything that causes your brother to stumble. 22 The faith that you have, keep between yourself and God. Blessed is the one who has no reason to pass judgment on himself for what he approves. 23 But whoever has doubts is condemned if he eats, because the eating is not from faith. For whatever does not proceed from faith is sin.
There are some things, Paul realizes, which some Christians do not tolerate very well. One of those things is differences in outward religious practice. Since chapter 12:1, Paul has been working through various ways in which a gospel-renewed mind transforms how the believer relates to others inside the church and outside the church.
Chapters 12-15 deal with how believers should relate to one another in self-sacrificial love. Paul considers the gospel culture of a congregation to be the most important outworking of gospel doctrine. Chapter 14 and the first half of chapter 15 – one of the longest topics of the letter and the very last matter Paul takes up – deal exclusively with the topic of the Christian’s personal practices as a matter of conscience.
Last week, in 14:1-12, we met the Victorious Vegetarians (Jews who took up the “Daniel Diet” because they could no longer purchase Kosher meat in the markets, and some Gentiles who came out of paganism and were sensitive to buying meat offered to idols) and the Carnivores for Christ (Gentiles, and probably some Jews as well, who had no scruples about eating any kind of meat from any source).  Not only did the Victorious Vegetarians abstain from pork casseroles at the agape meals, they also followed the Jewish calendar with all its feast and fast days (one wonders what they ate in place of the Passover lamb – Passover tofu perhaps).
Paul rather clearly associates religious vegetarianism, feasting and fasting calendars with weakness in faith. The Victorious Vegetarians had very strong consciences because they had practiced kosher eating and church calendar observances from childhood. And they knew that all the religious feasting and fasting pointed to Messiah Jesus, so they no-doubt saw their calendar-keeping as an aid to their faith rather than a means of contributing to their salvation.
No one in the congregations of Rome believed that their diet or their observance of special days contributed to their salvation. They all lived with a biblical understanding of gospel doctrine (unlike the Galatians, plagued with teachings of the Judiazers for Jesus). Yet, the Romans struggled with living in a gospel culture because of their personal scruples. 
The Romans were interested in a unity of external conformity. Paul, however, was commanding an internal unity that promoted the gospel culture of righteousness, peace, and joy in the Holy Spirit (14:17). We have all been wooed into the bride of Christ at different stages of life. And, as is true of most romances, we come with different levels of trust. We don’t all grasp the whole of the gospel at once any more than most couples instantaneously fall equally into immediate romantic love.

We all “fall into grace” at different speeds according the sovereign work of the Holy Spirit in our individual lives. Some will have strong consciences over weak things like diets and religious calendar days. Many gravitate towards groups and teachers that reinforce their particular scruples – like the Victorious Vegetarians or the Carnivores for Christ. We love being told what to do … as long as we agree with what we’re told. That makes it easy for all of us to become “professional (and perpetual) weaker brethren” on some particular opinion or external preference.
I. COMMAND AGAINST INJURY (14:13)
A. Bad Judgment (13a)
1. 13 Therefore let us not pass judgment on one another any longer….
2. How long were some of us trusting into Jesus before we learned about the doctrine of election? For some, that was many years. I was raised in a sovereign grace church, but I didn’t begin to really study Reformed theology until I was about 30 years old.
3. Judging others over their level of faith affects everything in the Christian community. Some people struggle with various biblical doctrines for years. 
4. It takes a lifetime for the doctrines about Christ and all his benefits to work out in our lives. So if not all believers master Christian doctrine right away, then our exercise of self-sacrificial love is crucial for the gospel culture.
5. When the ministers of Scotland came down to London to attend the Westminster Assembly, from whence came the Westminster Confession of Faith, the Larger and Shorter Catechisms, the Scots were appalled to see Londoners celebrating Christmas.
6. The Scots did not celebrate Christian calendar days because such days were not specifically commanded in Scripture and they were very sensitive to traditions invented by men that bound Christians to outward practices. 

7. The Reformed “Regulative Principle of Worship,” found in WCF 11:1 reads in part:
“… the acceptable way of worshiping the true God is instituted by himself, and so limited by his own revealed will, that he may not be worshiped according to the imaginations and devices of men, or the suggestions of Satan, under any visible representation, or any other way not prescribed in the Holy Scripture” (emphasis added).
8. Lutherans and Anglicans believe that the traditions of church worship are formed by God’s guiding hand; that which isn’t forbidden in scripture is open for consideration. Thus, they were always comfortable with celebrating Christmas, Epiphany, Lent, Easter, Pentecost, and all the feasts and fasts of the man-made Christian church calendar, which mimicked the God-ordained Jewish Church calendar of the ceremonial law.
9. If you were raised in a certain tradition, you will have certain preferences. Like the Scottish divines in London, you may even be appalled at certain practices outside of your personal scruples.

10. If you were raised as a good 1st-century Jew, you would have a strong affinity for keeping certain feast and fast days, and for avoiding certain foods even after you came to trust Messiah Jesus. You would struggle to overcome those practices as vestiges of a now-ended ceremonial law fulfilled in Christ.

11. If you could no longer purchase kosher meat, you would eat only vegetables. You would abstain from wine that might have been produced for a pagan festival because Jesus-hating Jews wouldn’t sell you Mogen David or Manichewitz anymore (vv. 17, 21).
12. And because YOUR different practices threaten the glory of MY excellent theology, my first reaction is to judge you for your refusal to conform to the external norm (as I define it).
13. Secondary issues over matters of conscience endanger the primary issue of love in the gospel culture - righteousness, peace, and joy in the Holy Spirit (v. 14).
B. Good Judgment (13b)
1. …but rather decide never to put a stumbling block or hindrance in the way of a brother.

2. Paul has used a bit of word play to make his point in this verse. He uses the word “judge” twice but with a different meaning each time (an antanoklasis). “Do not judge one another … but rather judge to not put a stumbling block or hindrance….”
3. The word hindrance was originally used to describe a bait stick in an animal trap. So its connotation was that of something deadly serious. Causing a fellow believer to stumble has solemn consequences.

II. REASONS FOR THE RULE (14:14-20a)
A. Everything is Clean … Except When It Isn’t (14)
1. “14 I know and am persuaded in the Lord Jesus that nothing is unclean in itself, but it is unclean for anyone who thinks it unclean.”
2. Paul is referring back to something Jesus said, recorded in Mark 7:14-19. 14 “…Hear me, all of you, and understand: 15 There is nothing outside a person that by going into him can defile him, but the things that come out of a person are what defile him. … Do you not see that whatever goes into a person from outside cannot defile him, 19 since it enters not his heart but his stomach, and is expelled?” (Thus he declared all foods clean.)”
3. Jesus put an end to the ceremonial laws with his death and resurrection. But, Paul says, while that’s true we must recognize that believers come to faith out of different backgrounds and grow into faith at different rates.
4. Reading the book of Acts shows us how slow the apostles were to understand their benefits in Christ. Jesus told them they could eat anything. But the apostles took a long time to work that out.

5. In Acts 2, Peter preached a powerful sermon on the work of Christ such that thousands were saved in a single day. But later on in Acts 10, Peter refused God’s invitation to slaughter, butcher and eat from a menu of non-kosher animals. 
6. Peter was adamant in his refusal of God’s command: “By no means, Lord; for I have never eaten anything that is common or unclean!” (Acts 10:14). He refused even though the Lord said directly to him, “What God has made clean, do not call common” (10:15).
7. Later, even after Peter accepted that teaching vision in principle, Paul caught him refusing to sit at a dinner table with Gentiles in Antioch where the very fundamentals of justification by trust alone in Christ alone were at stake (Gal. 2:11-21) because of the Judiazers for Jesus Conferences that followed Paul all across the Eastern Mediterranean.
8. You see, it’s possible to preach the gospel with great conviction and yet spend years understanding how Christ’s benefits work out into every detail of your life. Peter is a great example of a strong man with a strong conscience who was, in one area at least, a weaker brother. 
9. Why, then, did Paul not deal gently with Peter over his weak conscience in Antioch, but instead got in Peter’s face publically? Because the foundations of the gospel were at stake there. In Rome, no one was arguing over the fact that salvation is Jesus + Nothing.

10. A matter of Christian conscience over a practice is very different from the Satanic lie that Jesus + outward practices = salvation. 
11. So, says Paul, we deal gently with a believer’s conscience. Something is unclean for anyone who thinks it unclean (14b).
B. Love Brings Strong, Peaceful Home (15-20a)
1. 15 For if your brother is grieved by what you eat, you are no longer walking in love. By what you eat, do not destroy the one for whom Christ died.
2. Love for your brothers and sisters in the gospel community takes precedence over anything you are at liberty to enjoy or experience. The primary question we ask ourselves in the gospel community is whether or not I am loving my brother or sister by how I act.
3. It’s not only a law regarding MY love; it’s a law of Christ’s love. Jesus’ death for a weaker brother or sister forbids me from doing anything that would injure a fellow believer’s relationship with Christ (14:4,8)
4. 16 So do not let what you regard as good be spoken of as evil. In the upside down world of the gospel community, we “fight” for our freedoms by not flaunting them. If you want your weaker brothers and sisters to be freed from the tyranny of a strong conscience over outward things, then in their presence restrict your freedoms. 
5. 17 For the kingdom of God is not a matter of eating and drinking but of righteousness and peace and joy in the Holy Spirit. One should not think more of his food than he does of his brothers and sisters in Christ. 

6. The focus of the Victorious Vegetarians and the Carnivores for Christ was on the wrong food! They should both have looked to the Bread of Heaven – the King of the kingdom of God. Christ and his benefits is free and lavish food!
7. In the upside down kingdom of God, the important matters are spiritual and inward, not the physical and outward issues such as eating and drinking. Do we serve Christ or do we serve ourselves with our personal opinions on outward conduct? Am I in the glorify me business or the glorify Jesus business?
8. What does the gospel culture look like? It displays rest in the righteousness of Christ (our peace with God); it displays peace with God and our neighbors; it displays joy in fellowship with God and neighbor – all through the ministry of the Holy Spirit.

9. The gospel is not to be identified with outward scruples, such as diets and days, feasting and fasting. The gospel is Christ dead and resurrected for you! But when we argue over the outward things, we witness to the world that THOSE things are the gospel and we wind up living in Galatia with the Judiazers for Jesus!
10. 19 So then let us pursue what makes for peace and for mutual upbuilding. God’s kingdom of righteousness and peace and joy in the Holy Spirit dominates outward actions in the gospel culture.
11. What prevents the gospel culture from becoming a tyranny of the weak? What prevents a congregation from being run according to the lowest common denominator of the most sensitive conscience?
12. Perhaps, like me, you have seen congregations tear themselves apart as people with strong consciences over external matters insisted THEIR preferences must be the cultural norm. Is Paul commanding that the weak in faith dominate the life of a congregation?
13. The answer is verse 19. ALL of us are to pursue what makes for peace and for mutual upbuilding. The strong conscience must not seek to dominate the informed conscience any more than those strong in gospel-mindedness should flaunt their freedoms in Christ.
14. It’s amazing how “gracious” believers can be to other believers over the other believer’s lack of righteousness and peace and joy in the Holy Spirit. We think it’s commendable to allow the strong of conscience to destroy congregational peace with their grumbling. 
15. It’s not commendable to allow others to destroy gospel culture for any reason. It’s not commendable to allow a brother or sister to self-destruct by destroying love.
16. It’s just as damaging to gospel culture to allow the weak of faith to destroy the peace as it is for the strong of faith to openly antagonize the weak because everyone who trusts in Jesus is commanded to live in self-sacrificial love, to be a blessing to others. 
17. I do not belong to myself. I belong to Jesus and Jesus has made me a slave to others. Does insisting upon my preferences serve me or does it serve Jesus and the culture of peace?
18. That word upbuilding means “building a strong house.” Our English word “academy” comes from this Greek word. When Paul uses it in 2 Cor. 13:10, he does so in the context of his apostolic authority to build up or tear down the messy church at Corinth with its weak gospel culture.
III. WORD TO THE STRONG (14:20-21)
A. Tearing down
1. 20 Do not, for the sake of food, destroy the work of God. Everything is indeed clean, but it is wrong for anyone to make another stumble by what he eats. 21 It is good not to eat meat or drink wine or do anything that causes your brother to stumble.
2. What builds up the gospel culture of a congregation? Love for God from which flows out love for neighbors. From love flows peace. From peace flows a well-built, strong house. What tears down a congregation? Love of self-glory.

3. It’s possible to have a giant theological head and a very tiny heart for others. Paul entrusted his glorious gospel theology to the Church of Rome. Imagine how they could have bragged about getting this treasure trove of doctrine.

4. Paul could have finished his letter at the end of chapter 11. “Now you have all the gospel doctrine. Grace and Peace. Paul, out.” But a big head doesn’t guarantee a big heart. 
5. So we have chapters 12 through 15, God’s holy law of love, to deflate the head and expand the heart, to build up the household of God and tear down the pride and preferences of “the kingdom of me.”

6. My flesh, my old hardware (Adam 1.0) is always looking for ways to destroy the work of God because the work of God is glorifying himself and the work of the flesh is glorifying me.
7. My flesh is happy to use spiritual truths to advance its own glory. It’s happy to take the freedom Jesus has won for me and turn it into a weapon against others. 
8. That’s how the gospel becomes identified with what we eat or fail to eat, or what we drink or fail to drink. The gospel is outwardly identified with my freedoms or my restrictions, my feasting and fasting, not Christ and his benefits.
9. And when we separate Christ from his benefits, when we believe Christ’s benefits must be earned through outward indulgence or abstention, we tear down his household and cause others to stumble.
B. Trust vs. Sin (22-23)
1. 22 The faith that you have, keep between yourself and God. Blessed is the one who has no reason to pass judgment on himself for what he approves. 23 But whoever has doubts is condemned if he eats, because the eating is not from faith. For whatever does not proceed from faith is sin.

2. When you receive Christ, you receive all his benefits as well. You receive ALL of God’s approval, ALL of his love, ALL of his goodness poured out upon you. But it takes a lifetime to apprehend how truly well-provisioned we are in grace.
3. Christ has set me free from the need to exercise my liberty or enforce my scruples. If I think I NEED to exercise my liberties or enforce my scruples to be content, I’ve actually become enslaved to them rather than being free in Christ: “Blessed is the one who has no reason to pass judgment on himself for what he approves.”

4. The weak will live under the condemnation of their consciences if they are forced to do what they believe is sinful. And Christ died to free us from condemnation (8:1). Doubt over an external act is enough to mean that the believer should not do it. If we are not acting out of trust in Christ and his benefits, we are sinning.
So for any external act, it is wrong to do anything we think is wrong; and it’s not always right to do what we think is right if doing so will injure the peace of the gospel culture.
  We come to Christ out of different backgrounds. We grow into God’s grace in Christ Jesus at different rates. Our flesh constantly accuses, weighing us down with false guilt over external matters. 
God’s law also rightly accuses us of all the things we think and do and say that flow out of trust in our own strength, rather than from trust into Christ. Everything we do (outwardly or inwardly) without trust into Christ is sin. Everything.
It is tragedy against gospel culture to take what is innocent and use it against the weak. But it is an even greater tragedy to declare something sinful that Christ has declared clean and good. So, beloved, keep your eyes upon Christ and his benefits.
Chapter 14 is not so much an invitation for us to look inward as it is a command to keep our eyes focused upon Christ.  He is the object of even weak faith (14:1). He is Lord (vv, 6-8). He is the judge who has dominion (vv.9-10); He is YHWH (v. 11); he declares all things clean (14); and he alone provides righteousness and peace and joy in the Holy Spirit (19).
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