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We come to a new section in Romans this morning, a very 

important section.  We know it’s important because Paul says so 

much about it.  He spends all of chapter 14 and half of chapter 15 

addressing this issue of the weak and the strong and how these 

differing groups of believers are to relate to one another.  And I 

want to say to us, church, that we need to hear this.  We need to be 

shaped by this passage.  We need to grow in the humility and 

charity that these verses call us to.   

 You know, in an individual, or in a church, there can be 

certain characteristics that are simultaneously a potential strength 

and a potential weakness.  Something I observe here at Three 

Rivers Grace, and something I praise God for, is a serious-minded 

pursuit of biblical truth.  A great many of you are rigorous students 

of God’s Word.  You want to understand the Bible better.  You 

want to have a deeper grasp of various theological matters.  You 

are pushing toward more clarity on controversial topics.  And that 

is a great strength.   

 It is a potential weakness, though, when we are 

condescending toward those who disagree with us, or when we 

give the cold shoulder to other believers because they are in a 

different theological camp.  Shame on us when we do that.  Shame 

on us when we think those condescending thoughts in our heads. 

 The title of the sermon this morning, as we begin Romans 

14, is “Differences without Division.”  Inevitably there are going 

to many differences among believers.  Differences even on some 

fairly significant matters.  But on so many of these differences, we 

need to learn to look past those differences and dwell in unity in 

spite of them. 

 Let me ask you a few questions, just to get us thinking 

about this.  Please don’t answer out loud.  That would defeat the 

point.  But just to acknowledge some areas where differences arise 

. . .  To varying degrees, I think the principles of Romans 14 relate 

to all of these.  These are the kinds of questions, in our day, that we 

need to apply this to.  So here are some questions to get us thinking 

about the significance of Romans 14 for us. 

If you’re an adult, do you feel the liberty to have a beer or enjoy a 

glass of wine, or do you think it’s better to be a teetotaler? 
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Do you feel the liberty to watch a Steelers game on Sunday, or do 

you think Christians should skip out on activities like that on the 

Lord’s Day? 

What about food?  Do you have strong preferences regarding the 

kinds of food you buy?  Do you only get organic?  Are you very 

careful only to eat certain foods, and careful to avoid other foods? 

Or what about schooling options?  If you’re a parent of school-age 

kids, do you homeschool them, or send them to a public school, or 

send them to a private school of some kind?      

Are you a proponent of alternative medicine options, or are you 

skeptical of such methods? 

If you’re married, have you and your spouse come to some 

convictions regarding family planning?  Do you think there are 

certain legitimate forms of birth control, or do you think it better 

not to use any birth control at all? 

What do you think about religious holidays?  Do you celebrate 

Christmas and Easter, or do you think they’ve been so tarnished by 

paganism that they should be avoided altogether? 

What do you do on Halloween? 

Where have you chosen to live?  Do you have an opinion about 

urban living versus suburban living versus rural living? 

What are your political views?   

What is your view of gender roles in marriage?  What’s your 

opinion regarding moms being mainly at home . . . or working, to 

some extent, outside the home? 

Have you come to embrace a particular viewpoint on the end 

times?  What do you think about the millennium? 

Or spiritual gifts?  Do you think speaking in tongues is for today, 

or just for the time of the apostles? 

How about methods of evangelism and apologetics?  Are you a 

strong proponent of a particular style of evangelism? 

And finally, a couple church-related questions.  Do you have a 

strong preference regarding preaching style?  Do you think 

expository preaching through books of the Bible is the only way to 

go?  Or can you also appreciate topical sermon series? 
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And what about other aspects of corporate worship?  Do you have 

an opinion about how often the Lord’s Supper should be observed?  

Do you have an opinion about what kinds of instruments, or how 

many instruments, should be used?  Do you have an opinion about 

what songs, or how many songs, should be sung?   

 Now, you may be thinking, “What in the world do all of 

those questions have to do with each other?”  The thing they have 

in common is that they are matters of opinion that Christians 

disagree on, and sometimes disagree on very strongly, but are not 

central to the Gospel.  So, at the end of the day, they are not things 

that we have to agree on—at least not in terms of church unity.  In 

fact, it doesn’t really matter if we agree on them or not.  The point 

that Paul wants to make in these chapters is that we must not let 

disagreements on matters like this divide us.  Differences, yes.  

Division, no.   

Let’s look at the first 4 verses this morning, and we’ll do so 

under three headings.  And these all have to do with our brothers 

and sisters in Christ.  First, welcome your brothers and sisters in 

Christ.  Second, do not judge the opinions of your brothers and 

sisters in Christ.  Third, God has welcomed your brothers and 

sisters in Christ. 

Welcome Your Brothers and Sisters in Christ 

 Paul has two categories of Christians in mind here.  At the 

beginning of chapter 15 he writes, “We who are strong have an 

obligation to bear with the failings of the weak, and not to please 

ourselves.”  Here at the beginning of chapter 14, he writes, “As for 

the one who is weak in faith, welcome him . . .”  So there are the 

weak and the strong.  And Paul has something to say to both 

groups, as we’re going to see.  But he starts by addressing the 

strong and giving a command concerning how the strong should 

relate to the weak. 

 Now, we need to understand better what characterizes each 

of these groups.  Paul describes the weak as “weak in faith.”  This 

is a person of faith, albeit weak faith.  This is a believer.  And lest 

we have too negative a view of this person, look at what Paul says 

in verse 6, “the one who eats (that’s referring to the strong), eats in 

honor of the Lord, since he gives thanks to God, while the one who 

abstains (that’s referring to the weak), abstains in honor of the 

Lord and gives thanks to God.”  So Paul is not coming down on 

the weak brother or sister.  In fact, he’s modelling for us the very 

thing he is commanding.  We are to welcome the one who is weak.  

That’s exactly what Paul is doing in the way he discusses this.  
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He’s recognizing that the weak brother is motivated by a desire to 

honor the Lord. 

 We might feel that the characterization of the two groups is 

unnecessarily biased.  Who wants to be identified as weak?  But 

Paul apparently didn’t view that as a condescending way of 

referring to this group.   

 What makes them weak?  I don’t think this is necessarily a 

sign of immaturity.  It’s simply a different outlook on the Christian 

life.  There is a desire to honor the Lord.  And there’s the 

conviction that abstaining from certain things will cause one’s life 

to be more honoring to the Lord.   

In the context of the Roman church, there were those who 

felt that they needed to abstain from eating meat.  Why would this 

be so?  Why would they want to be vegetarians?  This is not about 

trying to have the healthiest diet.  It’s about religious food laws.  

For the Jews, and likely for some Gentiles who had begun to 

follow Jewish customs, there was the conviction that they should 

follow the Old Testament commands about what to eat and what 

not to eat.  The curious thing is that the Old Testament doesn’t say 

you can’t eat meat.  It does have commands about what meat can 

be eaten and how the meat should be prepared.  So scholars 

surmise that the situation could have been that kosher meat was not 

readily available in Rome at the time Paul was writing this letter, 

and that’s why some folks were simply abstaining from meat 

altogether.  If they couldn’t guarantee that the meat was 

ceremonially clean, they just wouldn’t eat any meat at all.   

It’s somewhat similar to the situation Paul addresses in 1 

Corinthians 8, where the issue was meat offered to idols.  In that 

context, the weak were the ones who didn’t want to eat meat that 

had been offered to an idol.  That would violate their conscience. 

Similarly in Romans 14, the weak abstain from eating 

meat.  They don’t feel the liberty to do so.  They feel that they are 

honoring God by avoiding that which could be ceremonially 

unclean. 

Paul does have something to say about this.  He has 

statements of truth that have a bearing on this question.  He brings 

it up later in the passage.  In verse 14 he writes, “nothing is 

unclean in itself.”  And in verse 20 he writes, “Everything is 

indeed clean.”  But, interestingly, that is not the thrust of this 

passage.  Instead, Paul is simply telling everyone, on both sides of 

these issues, to get along with one another.  Don’t let these 

differences become a source of division.  It’s fascinating to me that 
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Paul does not try to settle these matters.  He doesn’t tell the weak 

to get with the program and quit being so rigid.  Nor does he tell 

the strong to stop eating meat.  Rather, his point is that everyone 

should look past these differences and not let the differences be a 

point of contention.  They should not be a cause for division.   

What should be done?  The weak should be warmly 

welcomed, accepted.  The word for welcome in verse 1 is also used 

in verse 3, “God has welcomed him.”  And it’s used again in 15:7, 

“Therefore welcome one another as Christ has welcomed you, for 

the glory of God.”  And John 14:3 records Jesus as saying, “And if 

I go and prepare a place for you, I will come again and will take 

you to myself (receive, accept, welcome), that where I am you may 

be also.”   

If Jesus is going to welcome us like that, we need to 

welcome our fellow believers in a heartfelt way, with the affection 

of a beloved family member.   

Another part of this welcoming is refraining from quarrels 

about the disputed opinions.  That’s what Paul says at the end of 

verse 1, “welcome him, but not to quarrel over opinions.”  I don’t 

think this means we can’t ever talk about things we disagree on.  

Obviously, there are appropriate ways, and appropriate contexts, to 

have those discussions.  But we need to be very sensitive.  If 

you’re always trying to corner people so you can get on your 

soapbox about whatever your pet project is, then you’re probably 

not doing a very good job welcoming your brothers and sisters in 

Christ.   

Be sensitive with those controversial subjects where your 

fellow believer may disagree you.  Don’t talk in a know-it-all, 

condescending tone.  Hold on to your conviction, but give lots of 

charity to others.    

Do Not Judge the Opinions of Your Brothers and Sisters in 

Christ 

 Verse 3 has an exhortation for each group.  “Let not the one 

who eats despise the one who abstains.”  In other words, the strong 

must not despise the weak.  What would that look like?  Well, it 

would be that inner scoffing (that may turn into spoken words or 

written words), that spiritual pride, that condescending attitude 

toward those who don’t exercise as much liberty in the Christian 

life.  It’s the thought, I can’t believe they’re so legalistic.  How can 

they think that it’s beneficial to avoid this and that and the other 

thing?  It seems like they’re all about avoiding things.  What a 

depressing way to go through life! 
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 That should not be the attitude of the strong toward the 

weak.  Instead, there should be an attempt to appreciate the weak 

person’s motivation for their behavior.  Sure, maybe I make 

different choices.  But that person, by their choices, is seeking to 

honor the Lord.  And what is there to despise about that? 

 Then, giving an exhortation to the weak, Paul says in the 

second half of verse 3, “and let not the one who abstains pass 

judgment on the one who eats . . .”  What would that look like?  

Well, that would be the person who is a teetotaler thinking about 

the Christians who drink, and thinking, “How carnal, how worldly, 

how ungodly it is to do such a thing.”  In Paul’s context, it would 

have been certain believers who were still trying to follow the 

ceremonial food laws being appalled that other believers would eat 

meat without any thought to whether it was clean or not, or 

whether it had been offered to an idol or not.   

 Again, isn’t it striking that Paul’s main objective in this 

long passage is not to settle these matters once and for all.  But 

instead, he’s just saying, Get along!  You’re going to have 

differences.  It’s a fact of life.  It’s part of what makes life 

interesting.  Just appreciate the faith of your brothers and sisters.  

Focus on what you have in common, not on your differences.   

 I remember hearing some really good marriage advice.  I 

think it was Elisabeth Eliot who said it.  If you focus on the things 

you wish you could change about your spouse, you’ll make 

yourself (and your spouse) miserable.  And those things likely will 

never change.  But if you focus on the things you appreciate and 

love about your spouse, then you (and your spouse) will enjoy one 

another much more. 

 I think that applies pretty well to the church also.  If we 

look around at one another and our main thought is, I wish I could 

get more people in this congregation to agree with my view on 

___________(fill in the blank), then we’ll probably make 

ourselves miserable.  But if we look around at one another and 

focus on the central Gospel truths that we share in common, we 

will be overjoyed at the great things God is doing among us.       

James Montgomery Boice gives a pointed critique of how 

Christians so often criticize one another and quibble about various 

things.  I think this is something we should consider.  How are we 

guilty of this?  He says, “[Christians], instead of getting on with 

living their own lives as best they can to the glory of God or, 

which is also necessary, living so as to win nonbelievers to Christ, 

they are wasting their time trying to find fault with one another.  
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They do not trust what God is doing in the other Christian.” 

(Romans, page 1725) 

 What a great insight.  If I feel like I have to be the Holy 

Spirit in the lives of my brothers and sisters in Christ, that’s going 

to wreak all kinds of havoc in the body.  We have to trust that God 

is working in the lives of those Christians on various matters.   

 Now, there is certainly a place for discipleship—a very 

important place for discipleship.  This isn’t to say that we ought to 

avoid having any influence on others.  But we need to make sure 

this happens humbly and that it focuses on the core tenets of the 

faith.  Discipleship is not about developing a replica of yourself.  

Discipleship is about helping others to follow Christ.   

 Another important question we need to address on this 

point about judging is the question of how to discern what matters 

require a firm, unified stance in the church, and what matters allow 

for diverse opinions.  

 I won’t try to answer every detailed question we might 

have here.  But there’s a helpful observation we can make that 

does establish some principles for us.  We’ve been looking at 

Paul’s admonishments in Romans 14.  Notice the difference 

between what he is saying here and what he says to the church in 

Galatia regarding fundamental points of the Gospel.  After a very 

short greeting at the beginning of that letter, which we call 

Galatians, Paul launches right into a very strong rebuke.  He 

writes, “I am astonished that you are so quickly deserting him who 

called you in the grace of Christ and are turning to a different 

gospel . . .”  He goes on to say, “If anyone is preaching to you a 

gospel contrary to the one you received, let him be accursed.”  

That’s strong language, and Paul means it.   

 If someone starts preaching that you have to be circumcised 

to be saved, that message cannot be accommodated by the church, 

cannot be tolerated.  That is antithetical to the Gospel.  In Jesus’ 

perfect life and His death on the cross and His resurrection, He 

accomplished it all.  There’s nothing we can add.   

We have to understand that certain things must be judged, 

in the sense that we reject teaching that is contrary to the gospel.  

When things come along like that, we have to speak up and say, 

That is not the gospel.  We need to protect the church from such 

things. 

 So when we look at both Romans 14 and Paul’s letter to the 

Galatians, we see a larger picture.  We can’t read Romans 14 and 
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conclude, Well we can welcome any teaching, any theological 

position, any conviction, into the church and we can all get along.  

Those who deny the Trinity, those who deny the deity of Christ, 

those who deny the resurrection, those who deny the 

substitutionary atonement, those who deny justification by faith 

alone . . . we can all just get along.  No, reading Galatians makes it 

clear, that is emphatically not what Paul is saying.   

 He’s saying we welcome those and have Christian 

fellowship with those who disagree with us on non-essential 

matters.  And this tells us something about the situation in Rome, 

too.  If the weak brethren were trying to impose their restrictions 

on others and saying that it’s a requirement for salvation, Paul 

would have reacted very differently.  If there were people saying to 

the church, “You cannot eat meat.  You must observe Jewish holy 

days,” Paul would have railed against that teaching just as he did in 

Galatians.  But this is a different situation.  Apparently, these 

individuals held a personal conviction that guided their private 

lives.  But they were not launching a campaign trying to get the 

rest of the church to go along with them.  They were not claiming 

that these restrictions were necessary for salvation. 

 And so Paul is saying to the rest of the church, don’t 

despise them for those personal convictions.  Don’t look down on 

them.  They may be mistaken, but it’s not a big deal.  It’s not an 

issue central to the Gospel.  It shouldn’t divide the church. 

 This leads to the last point.  Why should we welcome our 

brother or sister, and not reject them?  Because . . . 

God Has Welcomed Your Brothers and Sisters in Christ 

 This is the reason given at the end of verse 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.” (Romans 14:3, ESV)  

 And then the next verse elaborates this point.  “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.” (Romans 14:4, ESV)  

 This gives us a further insight into the situation in Rome.  

These differences are among brothers and sisters in Christ.  Paul 

does not view either side as false teachers.  This is not a matter of 

heresy.  We’re talking here about differences among those who are 

all accepted and welcomed by God.  These are believers.  And 
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among this group of believers, as among any group of believers, 

there are differences of opinion on various non-essential matters. 

 And the comment here puts things in the right perspective.  

My fellow believer does not answer to me ultimately.  We do have 

an accountability structure in the local church that is good and 

necessary.  But in the end, nobody answers to me or to you, but to 

God.  So if you’re standing in judgment over another believer 

because of a difference of opinion, then you need to get off your 

high horse and get a reality check. 

 Paul’s rebuke here is reminiscent of Jesus’ rebuke in 

Matthew 7.   

“Judge not, that you be not judged. For with the judgment you 

pronounce you will be judged, and with the measure you use it will 

be measured to you. Why do you see the speck that is in your 

brother’s eye, but do not notice the log that is in your own eye? Or 

how can you say to your brother, ‘Let me take the speck out of 

your eye,’ when there is the log in your own eye? You hypocrite, 

first take the log out of your own eye, and then you will see clearly 

to take the speck out of your brother’s eye.” (Matthew 7:1–5, ESV)  

 Each of us answers to God.  So we should be primarily 

attentive to our own personal walk with the Lord.  Pride makes us 

think we’re better than we are.  And pride makes us assume that 

we are doing better in the Christian life than those around us.  

Therefore we are so prone to being easy on ourselves and critical 

of others.  That needs to be reversed.  We need to be aware of our 

own shortcomings and weaknesses and sins, and looking to the 

Lord for help in those things.  Then when it comes to other 

believers, we should give lots and lots of grace.  We should be 

praying for our fellow believers, encouraging one another.  And 

yes, admonishing one another as well in appropriate ways 

regarding certain things.  But not in a prideful or condescending 

way.   

 And as Paul is telling us here, don’t sweat the small stuff.  

These are not sin issues.  These are not matters of heresy, false 

teaching.  These are not differences that should cause division.  So 

just get along.  Think through your own convictions, and live 

according to those convictions.  And don’t make it a big deal with 

the other Christians in your life. 

 We’ve been talking a lot about the relationships between 

believers, because that is what this text is about.  But in closing, I 

want to ask you where you stand before the Almighty God of the 

universe.   
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 Verse 4 alludes to the final judgment.  We will all stand 

before God someday and give account for our lives.  It will be 

clear whether we trusted Jesus or not.  So I ask you, are you going 

to stand or fall on that day?  If you’re going to stand, it will only be 

because the Lord will make you stand.  Your only hope is for Him 

to uphold you.   

 So don’t jump to the thinking that says, “I’m a pretty good 

person.  Of course I’ll be able to stand before God.  He surely 

thinks very well of me for all the good I’ve done.”  That’s 

impossible.   

 Notice the wording at the end of verse 4.  “And [the 

believer] will be upheld, for the Lord is able to make him stand.”  

Our salvation is entirely a work of God.  We can’t stand on our 

own.  He has to rescue us from our sin, forgive us, and preserve us 

in faith until the end.  And even on that last day, He will be the one 

upholding us.   

 Put your trust in this Savior.  He is gracious.  He is 

powerful to save.  And those whom He saves He welcomes into 

fellowship with Himself and welcomes into a family of believers.  

And that’s what we are.  We are a family.  With many differences, 

but differences which should not (must not) create division.  So by 

the grace that has been shown to us, let us give much grace to one 

another, so that our many differences can actually be an occasion 

to see the mighty work God has done in our lives.  To Him be the 

glory! 


