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Liberty Restrained by Love (Part 2): Romans 14:13-19 

Ben Reaoch, Three Rivers Grace Church 

Sunday, August 31
st
, 2014 

 Last week I spent some time reminding us of the bigger 

picture of Romans.  Paul spent 11 chapters unpacking the Gospel 

message in great depth.  And now, in chapters 12 and following, 

we’ve been learning from these many practical commands of how 

we are to live in light of that Gospel message.  We don’t earn our 

salvation by obeying these commands to love one another and 

pursue peace and unity and humility.  These things don’t get us 

into a right relationship with God.  But these things are a result of 

being in a right relationship with God.  Once we have peace with 

God, once we are united to Christ by faith and are recipients of 

God’s great love, we are going to become (gradually) peaceful and 

loving.   

 Then there were two main points I addressed last week 

from this text in Romans 14.  First, we should celebrate our 

Christian liberty.  Paul mentions in verse 14, very emphatically, “I 

know and am persuaded in the Lord Jesus that nothing is unclean 

in itself . . .”  That is a very big deal!  That’s huge!  We are no 

longer bound to the Old Testament laws with all of its food laws 

and other ceremonial laws.  The kosher food guidelines don’t 

apply to us.  The observance of certain holy days is not required of 

us.  Christ has now come as the fulfillment of those things, and we 

look to Him and to His commands for our lives.  

 So celebrate your liberty.  It occurred to me this week that 

we celebrate this liberty every month at our men’s breakfasts, 

where there’s always plenty of bacon served.  And I invite you 

guys to come out this coming Saturday for men’s breakfast.  Or for 

those of you who enjoy shrimp and lobster, you can give special 

thanks to God next time you have one of those meals . . . thank 

Him that we’re not under the obligations of those Old Testament 

food laws that prohibited the eating of shell fish.  You can read 

those food laws in Leviticus 11 and Deuteronomy 14.   

 Now, it’s important to clarify when we’re talking about 

Christian liberty that we do NOT mean Christians are free to sin.  

Some try to take this to an extreme and use this principle to 

condone sinful activities.  To say that we enjoy freedom as 

believers does not mean we’re free to commit adultery or to lie and 

or cheat or steal.  When we see things rightly, biblically, we come 

to understand that those sinful actions are diametrically opposed to 
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freedom.  To be caught in sin is to be in bondage.  It’s the opposite 

of liberty.  It’s slavery.      

 Our Statement of Faith puts it well (in the 1689 London 

Baptist Confession) in the chapter on Christian Liberty.  One of the 

paragraphs in that chapter says this: “They who upon pretence of 

Christian liberty do practice any sin, or cherish any sinful lust, as 

they do thereby pervert the main design of the grace of the gospel 

to their own destruction, so they wholly destroy the end of 

Christian liberty, which is, that being delivered out of the hands of 

all our enemies, we might serve the Lord without fear, in holiness 

and righteousness before Him, all the days of our lives.” 

 Part of the biblical foundation for that statement is from 

Galatians 5:13. 

“For you were called to freedom, brothers. Only do not use your 

freedom as an opportunity for the flesh, but through love serve one 

another.” (Galatians 5:13, ESV)  

 And that relates very closely to what we’re seeing in 

Romans 14.  We are free.  We should celebrate our freedom.  But 

we are also to walk in love.  That was my second main point last 

week.  And as Galatians 5:13 puts it similarly, we are to serve one 

another through love.  That’s what Paul is getting at in verse 15 of 

our text.  “For if your brother is grieved by what you eat, you are 

no longer walking in love.”   

 So we should celebrate our freedom and exercise our 

liberty.  But, out of love for our fellow believers, there are also 

ways in which, and certain contexts in which, we will need to 

restrain our liberty.  That was the title I gave to the sermon last 

Sunday.  And today’s sermon is going to be part 2.  Liberty 

Restrained by Love.   

 The question I want to ask today is: For what purpose 

should we consider restraining our liberty?  Why would that be 

necessary, and why would we even want to do that?  If we’re free 

to eat what we want and drink what we want, why would we limit 

that freedom?  What would prompt us to voluntarily restrain that 

liberty?  If we’re feeling excited about our Christian freedom, 

we’re celebrating that freedom (as we should do), it might seem 

like a big downer to then say, “Well, there are times and settings 

that might require us to limit that freedom.”   

 What we need to realize is that there are things even more 

precious than our Christian liberty.  If we can see what some of 

those things are, if we can sense the gravity and the wonder of 
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these other very important purposes of our lives, then I think we’ll 

gladly restrain our liberties when necessary. 

 So the question is: For what purpose should we consider 

restraining our liberty?  And I see 4 answers to that question in 

verses 13-19.   

To Build Up Rather Than Destroy  

 The first answer is in verses 13, 15, and 19.  We should 

consider limiting our freedom in certain contexts so that we can 

build up rather than destroy.  Look at these verses with me.   

“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.” (Romans 14:13, ESV)  

“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.” (Romans 14:15, ESV)  

“So then let us pursue what makes for peace and for mutual 

upbuilding.” (Romans 14:19, ESV)  

 First of all, notice the way these verses talk about the 

kinship of believers.  We’re a family.  We are brothers and sisters 

in Christ.  That is an awesome reality.  Think of the unity we have 

as God’s children, redeemed by the blood of His Son.  Verse 15 

reminds us of this fact directly.  “By what you eat, do not destroy 

the one for whom Christ died.”  As you think of others in the 

church family, remember that Christ died for us.  All who are 

genuinely repenting of sin and trusting in Jesus, are part of this 

family.  So as we think about the level of commitment and care we 

ought to be showing toward one another, we need to be reminded 

that Christ died to redeem each of us.  That’s what unites us 

together so deeply.  And based on that unity, there should be a 

great desire for peace and harmony and mutual edification.  We 

want to build up one another, not tear down one another.  I want to 

be for you like a wind in your sails, encouraging you toward a 

closer walk with Jesus.  I don’t want to be a storm on the sea of 

your spiritual life, causing you to rock to and fro.  We want build 

up one another, not destroy one another. 

 How does this relate to the things Paul is talking about in 

this chapter?  Eating, drinking, the observance of days.  We have 

to remember that the situation in the church of Rome at the time 

Paul was writing this letter is different than our context today.  

There is certainly application for us.  But the settings are far from 

identical.  The specific issue Paul was addressing had to do with 
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those ceremonial food laws and the Jewish holy days.  For the 

Jewish believers in Rome, it was very difficult for them to part 

with those traditions.  For them, the dietary restrictions and the 

observance of holy days was part of how they expressed their 

devotion to God.  And thus it would have been very difficult for 

them to change.  Indeed, it would have violated their consciences 

to go against those practices which had been part of their worship 

of God for their entire lives.    

 Now, that particular issue is not a problem in the Christian 

church today.  But think with me of some ways that Christians 

today might differ in personal convictions pertaining to how we 

express our devotion to God.   

 One example that came to mind is the issue of women 

wearing head coverings during corporate worship.  That hasn’t 

been an issue in this church.  But when I was in Romania in 2010 

speaking to pastors and preaching in several churches, I remember 

observing that most of the women came to the worship services 

with head coverings.  It was changing somewhat with the younger 

generation.  The head coverings worn by the younger women, if 

they wore them, were much smaller than those of the older women.  

And there are churches in the States as well where women wear 

head coverings.  That comes from 1 Corinthians 11.  Paul is 

discussing the roles of men and women and how that plays out in 

the life of the church and specifically corporate worship.  It’s a 

complicated passage, but it seems clear to me that the mention of 

head coverings is a cultural aspect of the passage.  In the cultural 

context of Paul’s day, there were specific connotations associated 

with women who covered their head or didn’t cover their head.  In 

our culture, those connotations don’t exist.  So that passage in 1 

Corinthians 11 still has a lot to teach us about the roles of men and 

women in the church, but some of the details will look different for 

us.   

 My point in bringing up this example, though, is to say that 

I would not make it my mission in life to persuade those women in 

Romania, or any other women who continue to wear head 

coverings, that they can discontinue that practice.  I wouldn’t go 

into a church and do a weekend seminar on why head coverings 

are no longer necessary.  First of all, it would be a waste of time.  

Because what’s the big deal anyway?  And more importantly, it 

could actually be detrimental to the faith of those individuals who 

have always done this and have always viewed it as something 

they are doing to honor the Lord and out of simple obedience to 

Scripture.   
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 I can be fully convinced in my own mind.  But that doesn’t 

mean I need to force that viewpoint on others, especially when it 

could be troubling to their soul.  And why push the issue when it’s 

something peripheral like that?  We want to build up, not destroy. 

 Here’s another illustration.  As we were discussing this 

passage a couple weeks ago at our Tuesday morning Bible study, 

Roger shared how his father-in-law would always dress up for 

Sunday morning corporate worship.  That was just a given.  He 

didn’t think it would be right to attend corporate worship in 

anything less.  So when Roger was going to church with his father-

in-law, guess what he wore?  Well, he dressed up too.  He didn’t 

try to convince his father-in-law, “You know, you don’t always 

have to dress up so much.  God looks on the heart.  The external 

things aren’t so important.”  Rather, he deferred to that practice 

and went along with it.  It’s not worth arguing over.  And it’s 

certainly not worth damaging someone’s conscience if they really 

see a certain practice as a way they are expressing their devotion 

and love for the Lord.  You don’t want to push someone to go 

against their conscience.      

 Here’s one more example from my own life.  Here’s a way 

that our varying convictions and parameters that we establish in 

our lives might be different than others and cause problems.  I 

remember a time in college when I sat down to watch some TV 

with a few other guys.  Several of us lived in the same house – it 

was our senior year.  And we spent a lot of time together and knew 

each other really well.  And it was a Christian college.  So we were 

all professing believers and talked quite a bit about the Bible and 

the Christian life, etc.  Well, as we were watching some movie that 

happened to be on at the time, there was a scene in the movie that 

was getting sensual.  And I stood up to leave the room.  In fact, one 

of the other guys stood up to leave as well.  But a couple of the 

other guys who were still watching said to us, “Oh, come on.  

There’s nothing wrong with this.  We’ve seen this movie before.  

It’s OK.”   

 And maybe they were right.  Maybe it would not have been 

sinful for me to stay and watch that movie.  But as a 21 year old 

single man who was trying to fight for purity, I knew it would not 

be helpful to watch that.  And it might have damaged my 

conscience to sit back down and continue to watch.  Even if we 

can’t say definitively, “It would be sinful to watch that movie,” it 

very well could have been sinful for me to watch that movie at that 

time, because of the parameters I was trying to put around my life 

to avoid temptation.  To watch that particular movie would have 

compromised those standards.   
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 So my point is: my friend’s comments were not helpful.  

They were not building me up.  Rather, they were potentially 

destructive.  In those comments, they were trying to compel me to 

go against my conscience. 

 As believers we need to be sensitive to these kinds of 

differences that will exist among us.  Whether or not to drink 

alcohol in a given context, whether or not to recommend a 

particular movie or television show, how and when to talk about 

your personal interpretations of biblical passages (for instance, 

about head coverings or foot washing) . . . we want to make sure 

that our behavior and our conversations are aimed at building up 

rather than tearing down.   

 Your Christian liberty is a wonderful thing.  But something 

that is even more valuable than that is the spiritual growth of your 

brother or sister in Christ.  So we should be willing, even eager, to 

restrain our liberty in cases where the exercise of our liberty may 

be a stumbling block to another Christian.  We need to pray for 

discernment in living this out.  I trust that God will give us 

discernment in these matters.  The key is to have our eyes opened 

to the reality that this is important.  It’s important for us to show 

sensitivity to other believers.  The way I live my Christian life is 

not just about me.  You and I are part of a family.  So our personal 

actions have an impact on others in the family.  Let’s be mindful of 

that.      

To Commend the Gospel 

 A second purpose for which we should consider limiting 

our freedom is to commend the Gospel (to help others see how 

great the Gospel is, rather than acting in ways that would prompt 

others to slander it).  This is found in verse 16.  “So do not let what 

you regard as good be spoken of as evil.”  Some interpret “the 

good” of verse 16 to be the good of Christian liberty.  That’s 

certainly a piece of it.  But it seems to be broader than that here, 

since the next verse refers to the kingdom of God and 

righteousness and peace and joy in the Holy Spirit.  The good that 

we have as believers is the good of the Gospel—all the blessings 

that come to us because of what Christ has done.   

 Our behavior as Christians not only has a bearing on other 

Christians.  Our behavior also leaves an impression on non-

Christians.  And this is a very important thing that we need to keep 

in mind, something that the Bible repeatedly reminds us of.  For 

instance, in Titus 2 there are specific instructions given to women, 

of how they are to live holy lives, and instructions given to men 

about living holy lives, and also instructions given to slaves of how 
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they are to live God-glorifying lives in their difficult position in 

life.  At the conclusion of each set of instructions, there is a 

purpose clause.  I’m just going to read you those purpose clauses, 

because they relate to this point about commending the Gospel.  

Why ought we to live holy lives?  “that the word of God may not 

be reviled (that’s the same word Paul uses in Romans 14:16 

“spoken of as evil;” it’s the word for blaspheme). . . so that an 

opponent may be put to shame . . . so that in everything they may 

adorn the doctrine of God our Savior.” 

 We want our lives, individually and corporately, to 

commend the Gospel to others.  We don’t want our personal 

behavior or the way we behave toward one another as believers, to 

be a reason for unbelievers to revile the Gospel, to speak of the 

Gospel as evil.  

 Verse 18 of our text ties in with this.  “Whoever thus serves 

Christ is acceptable to God and approved by men.”  Let’s just 

focus on that last phrase for now.  Approved by men.  Now, we 

don’t need to be people-pleasers.  We shouldn’t be people-

pleasers.  But, when we are pursuing righteousness and peace and 

joy in the Holy Spirit (as verse 17 mentions), others are going to 

recognize and admire that.  They may still be resistant to many 

things the Bible teaches.  But they should be able to see a level of 

integrity and love in our lives that commends the Gospel.   

 I read of a pastor who was preaching about the fact that we 

should be in the world but not of it.  And he said, “You may be 

sure that if nobody thinks you are strange and out of step, you are 

not a good Christian.”  That’s a valid point.  Our lives will be 

different enough from the world around us that some people are 

going to say, “You’re strange and out of step.”  But someone who 

heard the preachers words later added, wisely, “However, you 

should also say that if everybody thinks you are strange and out of 

step, you are not a good Christian.”
1
 

 I think there’s a good balance in those two comments.  The 

world should notice that we’re different.  But they should also find 

that they can identify with us in certain ways.  We should be 

humble enough and transparent enough not to come across as 

holier than thou. 

 We were talking about this a few weeks ago in our small 

group leaders meeting as we discussed ways to invite and welcome 

                                                           
1 James Montgomery Boice, Romans, page 1784.  Quoting a story 

about Barnhouse. 
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unbelievers into our small groups.  It basically comes down to 

making friends—the simple art of making friends.  Yes, we’re 

different than the world since Christ saved us and is changing us.  

But we still have work that we do in this world and interests and 

hobbies that we can talk about.  We live in a particular place and 

observe the things going on in the world around us.  So there 

should be plenty to talk about, plenty of things that can help us 

identify with people and build a friendship.      

 What does this have to do with Romans 14?  Well, as we’re 

connecting with unbelievers and as they are observing our lives, 

one of the things they’ll see is how believers relate to one another.  

And our hope should be that people will approve of and admire the 

way that Christians love each other.  In this way our Christian love 

for one another in the church can be a great witness to the world 

around us of what God is doing in our lives.   

We must not be a group of people fraught with quarrels and 

infighting.  That would be a very negative witness to the world.  If 

unbelievers see us stepping on one another, wounding one another 

over petty issues, that will give the world more ammunition to 

attack Christianity. 

That’s what verse 16 speaks to.  That’s how the Gospel can 

be slandered.  Just ask yourself this question: if an unbeliever were 

to look at your Facebook page, or blog comments you’ve made, or 

if an unbeliever were to overhear some of your debates with other 

believers over various theological issues, what would that person 

think of the Gospel?  To debate theological points or to debate the 

interpretation of biblical passages in a way that is harsh and mean-

spirited is opening the door for the Gospel to be spoken of as evil.  

We don’t want that to happen.  Instead, we want to commend the 

Gospel.  We want to highlight the goodness and grace of the 

Gospel.  And so we’re willing to restrain our liberty out of love for 

our fellow believers so we can live in harmony, so that we can be a 

positive testimony to the world of what the Gospel has done in our 

lives. 

To Show What Matters Most 

 A third purpose for which we ought to consider restraining 

our liberty is to show what matters most.  I get this from verse 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.” 

 If we live out our Christian faith in a way that is adamant 

about exercising our Christian liberty in every possible way, 

without any sensitivity to how that may affect others, then we’re 
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making our Christian liberty the main thing.  We’re acting as 

though our personal privileges matter most.  But that’s not the 

main thing.  That’s not what matters most.  The kingdom of God, 

which Christ ushered in at His first coming and will bring to 

consummation at His second coming, is not mainly about what 

you’re free to eat and drink.  It’s about righteousness and peace 

and joy in the Holy Spirit.   

Righteousness has been a major theme of this letter.  We’ve 

learned a lot about justification in this letter, which is when God 

counts a person righteous based on the righteousness of Christ.  

And that brings peace between us and God.  Where there was 

enmity, there is now peace.  

 Listen to these verses from the beginning of Romans 5 and 

notice the words justified (which has the same root as the word 

righteousness) and peace and rejoice, similar to Paul’s emphasis on 

righteousness and peace and joy that we’re seeing in Romans 

14:17. 

“Therefore, since we have been justified (declared righteous) by 

faith, we have peace with God through our Lord Jesus Christ. 

Through him we have also obtained access by faith into this grace 

in which we stand, and we rejoice in hope of the glory of God.” 

(Romans 5:1–2, ESV)  

 This, brothers and sisters, is what matters most.  Being 

declared righteous by God, having peace with Him, filled with joy 

in the Holy Spirit.  This is what we want to focus on as a church.  

This is what we want our lives to be about.  Don’t let non-essential 

issues become a stumbling block or a point of division.  Rather, 

let’s strongly unite around what’s essential. 

Tom Dyba, one of the other elders here at Three Rivers 

Grace, preached a sermon a few weeks ago from 1 Corinthians 9.  

There are a lot of similarities between that passage and Romans 14, 

and therefore similarities between Tom’s sermon and this sermon.  

Here’s one quote from Tom’s sermon that summarizes this point so 

well.  He said, “When we meet weaker brothers, let’s not highlight 

the differences between us. Let’s initiate conversations that 

highlight what is fundamental to our faith: a heart change, a real 

desire to magnify Jesus by trusting in Him and living in a way that 

demonstrates it.”  

 That’s a word we need to hear over and over again.  

Especially in a church where so many folks like to read lots of 

books and blogs and keep up on the many theological debates that 

are going on within evangelicalism.  It can certainly be beneficial 
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to engage in some of those discussions.  But let’s not be consumed 

by them.  Let’s remember what is most central.  Let’s defend those 

truths.  And in everything let’s be very sensitive to the way we 

communicate our viewpoints.     

 Another practical word about this comes from another 

Tom.  I listened to a sermon by Tom Schreiner on this passage in 

Romans 14.  He gave this wise advice.  You don’t have to share 

with others every opinion you have.  Don’t feel compelled to do 

that.  Maybe you have the mindset that you must correct every 

error you encounter.  So you go through life thinking, “That 

person’s eschatology is deplorable.”  Or, “I can’t believe they 

chose to send their kids to school there.”  Or, “Why do they use 

that translation of the Bible?”  And then, for whatever reason, you 

feel compelled to blurt out your disagreement.  Let me encourage 

you to restrain yourself on many of those occasions.  Someone 

may even express an opinion very strongly, almost to egg you on.  

But that doesn’t mean you have to respond.  Sometimes you just 

need to listen and then change the subject.  We want to focus on 

what matters most. 

To serve Christ 

 Fourth, and finally (and briefly), another purpose for which 

we should consider restraining our freedom is to serve Christ.  This 

is in the first part of verse 18.  “Whoever thus serves Christ . . .”  

By building up rather than tearing down, by commending the 

Gospel, by focusing on what matters most, we are serving Christ.  

Think about that when you’re tempted to begrudge the exhortation 

of this passage that says we will need to restrain our liberty out of 

love for others.  By voluntarily, joyfully limiting your own 

freedom, you are serving Christ. 

 And to put that in perspective, lest we grumble about the 

sacrifices we will sometimes need to make, think of the 

tremendous way that Christ restrained His freedom out of love for 

us. 

 Philippians 2 puts this together so powerfully, and I close 

with this.   

“Do nothing from selfish ambition or conceit, but in humility count 

others more significant than yourselves. Let each of you look not 

only to his own interests, but also to the interests of others. Have 

this mind among yourselves, which is yours in Christ Jesus, who, 

though he was in the form of God, did not count equality with God 

a thing to be grasped, but emptied himself, by taking the form of a 

servant, being born in the likeness of men. And being found in 



11 
 

 
 

human form, he humbled himself by becoming obedient to the point 

of death, even death on a cross.” (Philippians 2:3–8, ESV)  

 Do you see the parallels?  We have rights, privileges, 

freedoms.  But we need to be ready and willing to put those aside 

in various contexts in order to humbly serve others.  And Jesus is 

our example in this.  He came and saved us by doing this very 

thing.  He set aside His divine rights, privileges, freedoms, in order 

to humbly serve us. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


