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Last week, we covered some important issues related to Paul’s teaching on 

debatable subjects as presented in Romans 14. We discussed the category of 

disputable things. This category pertains to issues of Christian freedom which 

are distinct from essential Christian doctrines and ethics. We looked at the 

literary context of Romans. Paul has taught in this letter that we are judged by 

our works, unable to play games with God’s law, and yet justified through faith 

in Jesus Christ. Lastly, we briefly explored the community of the church in 

Rome. Because the Christians were a minority in a pagan city, they had to 

dwell together for both support and mission. Being torn apart by opinions 

would be dangerous to both spiritual health and effectiveness in ministry. 

 

We also wrestle with debatable issues, and these issues lead to divisions and 

arguments in the body. Let me give you one example. How is the Bible to shape 

our worship? I don’t think Christians should disagree that the Bible must play 

a key part in worship and that worship must be shaped by biblical teaching. If 

a Christian congregation is not interested in forming worship practices 

according to the Bible, then I would argue that they are not actually Christian 

churches in a meaningful sense. But even a casual observer can tell that there 

are big differences between worship services. In our congregation, Lord’s Day 

worship always contains three passages of Scripture. The sermon is generally 

an explication of the second lesson text. Scripture also informs our music 

choices and various liturgical elements. In other churches - even other 

Presbyterian churches - the format can change dramatically. Some churches 

look to Scripture for the basic actions of worship - prayer, preaching, singing, 

and the like - and then only interact with the Bible in a sustained way during 

the sermon. In some churches there is a lay reader or liturgist. In other 

churches, there is a worship leader who mostly focuses on music. In some 

churches, the offering plate is passed. In others, it is not. Our worship service 

features four phases in which the sermon takes up about 30 minutes in the 

middle. Other worship services sing a bunch, have some announcements, hear 

a sermon in the last 30 or so minutes, pray, and depart. Christians that prefer 

one of these approaches will usually seek out a kind of church that fits their 



preferences. Unfortunately, we often express disdain for the churches that do 

it the “other way.” 

 

But maybe we find ourselves in a congregation in which our personal 

preference is not the normal practice for worship. How do we seek unity with 

one another if we really do have differing opinions about things like the 

order of worship? What if you are part of a church that doesn’t quite speak 

your language? You want to be there, but let’s say, you miss the Baptist 

services you used to attend. You wonder – can’t we just change this or that 

thing or try something different? To push further - how do we seek unity across 

different career choices, schooling choices, and choices about how to use 

technology at home? Paul in Romans 14 lays out for us a strategy. Let me share 

with you seven principles from this chapter for living together in the church 

when we continue to have disagreements about debatable subjects. 

 

Know your own position. Notice first how Paul identifies the person who eats 

only vegetables as “weak in faith” in vv. 1-2. In other words, Paul is sure that 

the one who abstains from certain foods has the wrong position. In v. 5, he 

demonstrates that it is okay to have a position: “Let everyone be fully 

convinced in his own mind.” In v. 14, he clarifies his own position: “I know 

and am persuaded in the Lord Jesus that nothing is unclean in itself; but it is 

unclean for any one who thinks it is unclean.” So, Paul’s opinion is that he does 

not follow kosher food laws because nothing is unclean in itself. He 

simultaneously makes allowance for those who think certain foods are unclean. 

But don’t miss the nuance. His position corresponds to reality. The other 

position is a concession to what someone thinks is true. When we encounter a 

debatable matter, you should study to form a conviction. You should believe 

you are right, as long as you have done the work. Moreover, you are free to 

persuade others of your view if you do so in a manner consistent with the other 

principles. Are you absolutely certain that offering plates should never be 

passed in a service? Great! You have probably enjoyed this pandemic year, and 

you are free to try and respectfully persuade others to never start the practice 

again. But let the disputable matter remain a disputable matter. 

 

Welcome other people. We find this directly in the first verse. Welcome the 

person who disagrees with you. By the way, they are not there to argue with 

you about opinions. They are welcomed to dwell with you in the edifying 



community. God has welcomed them (v. 3). They are welcomed into the 

kingdom of God. The kingdom of God is not about food and drink anyway (v. 

17). If they are subjects in God’s kingdom, then they have a role to play in the 

kingdom. They are not there for you to convince them of your views (though 

you can try to persuade them). They are there for your “mutual upbuilding” (v. 

19). Don’t miss the fact that you need them to build you up even though you 

disagree with them about the disputable matter. Just because you disagree 

about if the offering plate needs to be passed does not mean that you don’t need 

something else that they have to give. You may disagree about tattoos or 

alcohol, but you still need their prayers and encouragement. 

 

Leave judgment with God. Are you absolutely certain that they are wrong 

about the offering plate (or whatever the disputable thing is)? Great! But it is 

not your job to be their judge on this matter. You both will stand before God’s 

judgment and give an account of your lives (v. 12). God has welcomed your 

brother and sister, so you should, too (v. 3). Everyone is accountable to their 

own master (v. 4). When it comes to serious matters of doctrine and practice, 

discernment and judgment must be exercised. But it is against Paul’s principle 

to remove someone from the rolls because they like beer or insist that we 

should always use thees and thous in public prayer. There is a time and place 

for church discipline, but that place is not a disagreement over opinions, unless 

the opinion has been elevated to a false gospel. If someone insists that all will 

be lost who pass offering plates in service, then that person should be 

disciplined as one who interrupts the peace and unity of the church. But such 

situations are rare and require much discernment and prayer. 

 

Don’t harm the other person. Note what it says in v. 15: “If your brother is 

being injured by what you eat, you are no longer walking in love. Do not let 

what you eat cause the ruin of one for whom Christ died.” Similarly, Paul 

writes, “It is right not to eat meat or drink wine or do anything that makes your 

brother stumble” (v. 21). This is a difficult matter to discern but here is how I 

understand it. If there is a disputable matter, and you know that this matter is 

deeply grievous to a sister in Christ, and that you would harm her by leading 

her into deep bitterness or leading her to sin, then for her sake you should 

sacrifice your own view of the matter - even if you know you are right (for 

Paul knew his position was correct). Two scenarios - the first involves your 

opinion so deeply alienating your friend that they are led into resentment and 



broken fellowship. The second involves them violating their own conscience, 

setting in motion a process by which they began to violate other areas of 

conscience. Maybe he thinks it's wrong to drink alcohol. Yet through your 

pressure, he violates his conscience. But then maybe he backtracks on another 

position. Maybe it’s not a big deal to check out that website. Maybe there is no 

harm in fudging the numbers a bit on the taxes. The reasoning here may seem 

twisted to you, but the psychology of sin is twisted, so we shouldn’t be 

surprised. By the way, this principle does not give the right for the minority to 

rule the majority through grievances. Those in the minority position in a given 

congregation must also proceed with love. Don’t want to pass the offering 

plate? Great! But don’t purposely aggravate others because they do. 

 

Focus on edification. The kingdom of God is not food and drink but 

righteousness and peace and joy in the Holy Spirit (v. 17). When we serve 

Christ with that perspective in mind, we will find approval with our brothers 

and sisters (v. 18). Let us pursue what makes for peace and mutual upbuilding 

(v. 19). There are times and places for airing our disagreements. But first and 

foremost, settle this question in your mind: Is my goal to tear down or to build 

up? Am I speaking the truth in love or serving my own agenda? Before we go 

to battle for our positions, we better first make sure that we are sharing our 

spiritual gifts. 

 

Honor God. This sixth principle cuts to our core motivations. Remember that 

God judges our works in their totality. That means that he sees not just what 

we do externally, but what is going on in our hearts. He knows when we are 

not seeking to honor him and sincerely love our neighbors. Look at v. 6 - Paul 

shows us different people with different practices who nonetheless have the 

same motivation. One person observes a day and does it to honor God. 

Implicitly, Paul is pointing out that someone else does not observe a certain 

day and does it to honor God. One person eats freely in order to honor God. 

Another person abstains from eating to honor God. One person believes they 

are honoring God when they put their contribution in the offering plate. A 

different person believes they are honoring God when they refuse to put a 

contribution in the plate as it is passed. Different opinions, same motivation. 

Interestingly, there is a fellowship in honoring God that is deeper than 

difference of opinion. The mark of that fellowship is respect. In a healthy 

church, we can still respect those who differ with us. 



 

Live by faith. The final verse lays out this last principle clearly: “But he who 

has doubts is condemned, if he eats, because he does not act from faith; for 

whatever does not proceed from faith is sin” (v. 23). In the final analysis, 

everything we do in life must be based on the practice of faith. We do what we 

do because we trust God. We do what we do because we believe the promise 

of the gospel, that in Jesus Christ we are reconnected with God. We do what 

we do because we want to be close to Jesus and transformed into his image. 

We do not do anything in order to earn salvation or extract favors from God 

like a divine vending machine. If faith is not our operating principle, then we 

are engaged in sin. And watch out - that even means we could be engaged in 

sin while we hold the right opinion.  

 

And what happens when we engage in these seven principles? Our differences 

of opinion do not tear us apart. In fact, they even have the potential to make us 

stronger as a community. We become more and more the kind of people who 

can discern God’s perfect will. We become more and more a righteous 

community in an unrighteous world - a community that shows forth the 

judgment and mercy of God. 

 


