Chrigtian Harmony: An Invitation to Edify One Another
(Romans 14:13-23)

The world is filled with turmoil. Conflicts arer@valent around the globe. Homes are
riddled with strife. Peace is lacking everywher&ut the church of Jesus Christ has the
opportunity to stand out as a people of peace.miv& learn to get along with each other within
the context of the church so that the world wik ske difference God makes in our lives. Paul
devotes a significant portion of Romans (14:1—15btb3mphasizing the importance of unity in
the church. Christians must accept one anothenitdl relationships (Romans 14:1). We must
also edify one another as a demonstration of ietsgnal peace (Romans 14:19). The early
church, like the church today, faced challengesabvge of varied views regarding debatable
practices. Paul exhorted the Christians in Romieaé beyond their differences, to surrender
their personal rights, and to live in harmony wathe another. There will always be debatable
practices. How we work together while holding dsee views will speak volumes to a world
that isn’'t accustomed to getting along. In spiteddferent perspectives and preferences,
Christians must live in harmony. Paul presentsesgmiding principles to help us work through
our differences.

When it comesto debatable practices,
follow the guiding principle of love (14:13-18).

The first guiding principle that leads to harmadnythe church is love. When we truly
love one another we’ll work hard to get along watich other.

Instead of judging others we should determine notdause others to stumble (14:13).

Paul identified “weaker” (Romans 14:1) and “strerig(Romans 15:1) Christians in the
church in Rome. These terms refer to levels ofunitgtregarding debatable practices. Paul is
not saying that every practice is acceptable toistans—we can’t simply live by our own
standards of right and wrong. God has clearlyakageHis holy standard. But there are many
practices that, while neutral or acceptable, caosre Christians to cringe depending on their
personal awareness of their freedom in Christ. rfany of the first century Christians who
came out of a background of Judaism, observingkthgher food laws still seemed to be
equivalent to holiness. Jesus freed us from seghlations (Mark 7:19), but debates arose in the
church whether or not Christians were still bouadhese traditions. The “strong” knew that
they were free from these laws, while the “weakhatned bound to them in their consciences.
Each would cast judgment on the other, producinggidin within the church.

It was time to stop passing judgment on one anothermarticular, it was time for the
strong to stop making life difficult for the wealkPaul uses the word “judge” twice—to stop



“judging” one another, but instead to “judge” ortdrmine” not to cause others to stumble. By
pressing their Christian freedoms regarding food aays on the calendar, the stronger
Christians were laying before the weaker Christiaristumbling block” (anything that would
cause someone to trip and fall) and an “obstadetrdp). It makes no sense to trip or trap a
fellow brother or sister in the faith. Such flaimgt of freedom only produces animosity, never
harmony.

While certain practices may be acceptable, we musspect an individual's personal
perspective (14:14).

We do have freedom in Jesus Christ. Paul hadnbecpersuaded” of this truth by the
Lord Jesus Himself—possibly through his faith relaship with Jesus or through direct
revelation from the Lord. Paul knew that no typdamd is “unclean” (literally “common”) in
God’s sight (compare 1 Timothy 4:4). However, sdbmeistians still believed that certain foods
were off limits—common, or unclean. Those who ateng should respect the personal
perspectives of the weak.

Love should motivate our actions toward those fonam Christ died (14:15).

Those who were strong and ate anything they wanwese a source of grief toward the
weak. The weak were hurt by the insensitive astiohthe strong. By hurting their weaker
brothers and sisters, the strong were no longekimglaccording to love. Love is a guiding
principle when it comes to decisions about debatphactices. If we love one another, we won't
engage in practices that would “destroy” the faitlsomeone for whom Christ died. Jesus loved
them enough to die for them. We should love owth®rs and sisters enough to sacrifice our
privileges for them!

Our spiritual freedoms take a back seat to the higlvalues of God’s kingdom (14:16-18).

Freedom in Christ is “good,” but that good freedaould become a source of
“blasphemy” on the part of the weaker Christiarhe Btrong should be the first to recognize that
the kingdom of God has higher values than persgpiaitual freedom. By “kingdom of God”
Paul refers to God’s rule over His people both @mow in eternity. Our submission to the rule of
God allows us certain spiritual freedoms, but nekierfreedom to hurt other believers. Freedom
regarding what we eat or what we drink is trumped tbe higher kingdom values of
“righteousness, peace, and joy in the Holy Spirf@ur right relationship with God through faith
in Jesus Christ prompts us to live in a right iel&hip with one another. Our peace with God
prompts us to live at peace with one another. Spirit-granted joy prompts us to help one
another experience joy instead of grief over. \Weservants of Jesus Christ, submissive to His
will. We serve Him with a view toward honoring Hiexgdom and its values. By doing so, we



are pleasing to God and, in addition, we receieedpproval of others, other believers who are
still growing in their faith. When it comes to dghble practices, we must follow the guiding
principle of love.

When it comesto debatable practices,
follow the guiding principle of edification (14:19-21).

A second guiding principle is that of edificatio®o our practices build up others or tear
them down? As God’s people, we must always seékitd up, to edify one another.

Every Christian should pursue peace and the edifioa of God’s people (14:19).

Having mentioned peace as a value in God’s kingflarse 17), Paul again emphasizes
this quality of the Christian life. “Let us purstiee things of peace.” As a corollary to peace,
we're also to pursue “the things of edificationfiat which builds up the body of Christ.
Edification is a term for construction. Our acsmhould be constructive in the lives of others.

Every Christian should surrender his or her rightsr the sake of others (14:20-21).

The opposite of construction is destruction. PRaains, “Do not destroy the work of
God” for the sake of our spiritual freedoms—thedkof food we eat or the kinds of practices in
which we engage. Paul again states that “all thiage clean,” speaking in the context of
debatable practices, not referring to those ththgs are clearly revealed as sinful. But if eating
a certain food or engaging in a certain practiesents a stumbling block (compare verse 13) for
another believer, that good practice becomes “evih fact, the “good” practice is to refrain
from eating meat, drinking wine, or engaging in gmgctice that causes a brother or sister to
stumble. Apparently the weaker Christians in Reveee not only concerned about certain types
of food but about the use of wine that might hagerboffered to pagan gods. The Bible never
condemns the moderate use of wine, just the misfiseine. The guiding principle of
edification, however, will in some settings makeaéicessary for the strong believers to refrain
from practices that will hurt the weak. Our gaato build up, not to tear down.

When it comesto debatable practices,
follow the guiding principle of personal conviction (14:22-23).

A third guiding principle in deciding on debatalgeactices is that of faith, or personal
conviction.



Our belief, or conviction, about debatable practsceever serves as a source of flaunting our
spiritual freedom (14:22).

Those who are strong in their faith regarding deila practices have arrived at certain
personal convictions about their spiritual freedokowever, it's totally inappropriate to flaunt
these freedoms. In fact, Paul says that we'reeepkhese convictions to ourselves, meaning that
we’re not to force the issue with a weaker ChnstiaOur personal convictions regarding
debatable practices are a matter of our relatipnstith God. By flaunting our spiritual
freedoms we run the risk of bringing judgment onselves. Of course, when there is an
appropriate opportunity to help a weaker Christimow to appreciate his or her freedom in
Christ we should do so through patient, lovingrmstion. But engaging in debatable practices
for the sake of proving our freedom reaches beybadimits of love.

If we violate our belief, or conviction, about cexih practices we're actually sinning against
God (14:23).

Those who are strong should be willing to surrerbeir spiritual freedom for the sake
of others. In contrast, those who are weak, thesdfdoubting” when it comes to certain
practices, bring judgment on themselves by engagipgactices which go against their personal
convictions. “Everything that does not come froaitHf is sin.” The one who, by personal
conviction, believes that a certain practice ismgand engages in that practice in spite of his or
her convictions is, in heart, disobeying God—signinAVe must honor the guiding principle of
personal conviction.

Those who are weak can, indeed, become strortgeinfaith through proper and loving
instruction in God’'s Word. Those who are strongstmunowever, willingly surrender their
spiritual freedoms in the presence of those whonarak. In spite of different perspectives and
preferences, Christians must live in harmony.



