
Sermon 185: Romans 14:4: Forgetting Grace 
 
OUTLINE 
 
Forgetting God is the judge 
Forgetting God saves sinners like you 
Forgetting God sustains His people 
 
INTRODUCTION 
 
At the heart of all false religion is a false view of grace.  On the one hand we have legalistic 
type religions that put the emphasis on their own efforts and making ourselves worthy and 
righteousness enough that we earn our way into rightstanding with God.  On the other hand 
we have antinomian type religions who have divorced grace from the person of God and His 
holiness, and a hypergrace results where God is not holy and just and does not expect a 
payment in order for sins to be forgiven.  Forgetting grace is a common problem among 
Christians, and it was in the Roman Church as well.  In Romans 14:4 Paul is addressing 
those of a legalistic bent, ‘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.’   
 
You will remember that Paul is talking to two types of people the strong and the weak.  He 
is addressing the sinful attitudes that they have towards one another.  In v3 he called the 
strong who were probably Gentile converts not to conceited and look down on the Jewish 
Christians who were still observing certain OT ceremonial laws.  And he told the weak, the 
Jewish believers who still felt conscience bound to keep certain OT laws, not to judge and 
condemn the Gentile Christians.  Still addressing those who are more legalistic v4 is an 
extended comment for those of a legalistic bent.  These were genuine Christians who had 
forgotten to apply the grace by which they were saved to others.  As we view this verse we 
want to highlight three things they have forgotten in the judgementalism they have towards 
their brethren.  They have forgotten that God is the judge, they have forgotten that God 
saves sinners like them, and they have forgotten that God sustains us by grace as well.   
 
Just this past week, Hopeful Christian the founder of Gloriavale died, I am not happy with 
the comments in the media and I can imagine that Christians may have an opinion as well.  
The question that seems to be on a lot of Christians’ minds is, did Hopeful die and go to 
heaven?  Having gone through the text I would like to end by attending to that question.   
 
Forgetting God is the judge 
 
‘Who are you to pass judgement on the servant of another?’  Paul resorts to the familiar 
picture languages of servants and masters to drive home a theological point.  You are not a 
master but just one of the other servants.  Imagine yourself in the work place and your 
work colleague comes up to you with a performance review and begins to castigate you for 
all the things they think you have done wrong and then end the diatribe by proclaiming that 
you are fired.  You would turn around and say something like, ‘You are not my boss; you 
can’t fire me.’  This would be even more heightened in a context where slaves and masters 
created a more substantial gap between masters and servants.   
 
The opening phrase, ‘who are you’ is reminiscent of Romans 9:20.  This is Paul’s strongest 
form of rebuke to put people who have forgotten themselves before God back in their 
proper place.  In this instance these legalistically minded Christians have forgotten who the 



judge is and have assumed that function of God’s throne to themselves.  There are times 
when in accordance with God’s word, under the guidance of the elders, the whole church 
will obey the call to enact church discipline, but here Paul is addressing the personal 
relationships and attitudes not the polity of the Roman Church.   
 
God is the ultimate judge.  Now it is the tendency with those of a legalistic bent to treat 
secondary and peripheral matters as primary.  So a difference on small matters will always 
be a big thing and a deal breaker.  It is clear that Paul does not believe that any major 
doctrine is in danger and that peripheral matters are dividing the congregation, and because 
of the tendency of the legalistic mind to magnify minor matters, every difference is treated 
as a cause to condemn.  Paul reminds this person that God is the judge not them.  And the 
judge has already ruled.   
 
Paul has spent a lot of time in the courtroom in the book of Romans, a lot of the language 
of the book has to do with the world of law.  The word ‘justify’ means to declare to be 
righteous, ‘condemnation’ we know is the opposite, it is to declare guilty.  To ‘pass 
judgement’, the legal language used in this verse is to condemn and declare not fit for the 
faith.  Paul reminds the Legalist that our brothers and sisters in Christ receive their ticket 
into heaven from God and not from us.  And based on what Paul has said in Romans, God 
has already ruled and the eternal salvation of every true believer is already declared by God 
and is a judgement that is irreversible. 
 
Paul tells us that we are ‘justified by His grace’ 3:24.  God the judge rules us to be righteous 
not because we do good, but by grace.  The word grace means that it is unmerited not 
earned, and if unmerited our good or bad behaviour is not taken into account.  Paul tells us 
that we were justified through Christ’s propitiation, and it became ours through faith, 3:25.  
Sin was not simply forgiven, it was paid for by Jesus taking God’s wrath for us.  Having been 
justified by faith and not circumcision, or through ongoing good behaviour by keeping 
certain OT laws, we have peace with God, access into His presence, a certain hope of 
heaven.  In Paul’s mind this state is irreversible, 8:33, ‘Who shall bring any charge against 
God's elect? It is God who justifies.’  The all seeing judge, who owns the law we have 
broken pays in full for all our sins in Christ, therefore no one, the devil or a legalistic 
Christian can pass sentence to say they are not Christians if indeed they are.   
 
Paul goes on in Romans 14:4 to say, ‘it is before his own master that he stands or falls.’  
That word ‘master’ is the word ‘Lord’, and many think it is speaking of Christ, not in the 
language of analogy Paul has been employing.  Based on what Paul has already told us 
about God as judge, will the Christian who is justified by grace through faith stand or fall?  
In Christ the Christian stands.  By grace we have been given a gift of righteousness that fits 
us to be as holy as He is, through our representative, Christ.   
 
I find Paul’s method very pastoral.  If Paul had corrected the situation by addressing the 
Jewish Christians on the matter of their doctrine, their graceless perspective would go 
unchallenged, and the strong would feel vindicated in their conceit.  Instead Paul goes after 
the issue which affects their whole way of seeing.  Whether the matter is bacon, head-
coverings, drinking alcohol, getting tattoos and any other number of peripheral matters; this 
issue of God being the judge and having ruled in their favour stops a multitude of 
judgements.   
 
Forgetting God saves sinners like you        
 



Not only do the legalists forget that God is the judge, they forget that they are fellow 
servants and slaves.  The implication in Paul’s analogy is that we are all fellows servants 
before one Master.  The sinful heart self-deceives by fixating on the sin in others and not 
ourselves.  Shifting the blame is not a psychological novelty but the oldest trick in the book.  
How did God save you?  He did not save you when you cleaned up your act and made 
yourself a little more worthy than those around you.  Jesus died for you when you were His 
enemy not His friend.  He died for you when you were under condemnation.  You are no 
more worthy of being saved than any other person in this room.  We are all equally 
undeserving.  You are saved by grace.  We cannot see ourselves as saved by grace and 
then move away from the principle of grace when we look at the salvation of another. 
 
Let me say a few words about the role of the church in necessary judging.  From Paul’s 
language here you may get the false impression that there is never a time to see sin in 
another believer and speak against it, this is not the case.  We see Paul calling the 
Corinthians to enact church discipline in 1 Cor. 5, and for Christians gently correct one 
another Gal. 6:1-2.  It is true that a person is saved by God apart from the churches 
approval, however, God has also positioned the church to play a critical role in confirming 
the realities He creates.  As a Baptist church we baptise and give the Lord’s Supper to those 
who are believers.  Baptism does not create your faith, and it is possible to have faith 
without being baptised.  However, God has made it that the visible church visibly confers 
membership on those who confess faith through baptism and the Lord’s Supper.  And we 
visibly remove members through church discipline and exclusion from the table.  We do not 
create the reality of salvation by baptism nor uncreate it through church discipline.  On both 
instances we are confirming something that God is doing.  It is the role of the elders and 
when called upon the church to judge the confession of a believer.  When a Christian claims 
faith a credible confession is confirmed through baptism, and when a confession is denied 
through impenitent sin then discipline is the church signalling God’s disapproval through 
removal from the church.  It is an act of discipline intended to encourage the sinner to 
repent and return to God’s ways.  All that Paul is saying about passing condemnation on one 
another in no way contradicts the proper place for church discipline and judging a person’s 
confession and baptising them.  Paul is addressing a situation where every Christian 
assumes the role of elder and church and presumes to judge apart from the collective 
wisdom of the gathered church that Christ directs by His Spirit and Word.  
 
Forgetting God sustains His people 
 
The question in the legalists mind is whether someone can even be a Christian if they are 
not like them.  They are saved and feel guilty for doing certain things, so if you do those 
things you cannot have the Holy Spirit.  The Jews who were saved in Rome were 
accustomed to thinking in terms of being the people of God by the rites they had done to 
them and the laws that separated them from other nations.  Then add to this a heavy dose 
of pharisaic spirit which breeds an atmosphere of everyone examining everyone else to 
make sure they are doing everything right, it is an understandable tendency.  The question 
in the legalists mind was whether someone can even be a Christian if they are not like them.  
They are saved and feel guilty for doing certain things, so if you do those things you cannot 
have the Holy Spirit.  Questions about how one gets into God’s people and how you 
maintain your identity as one of God’s people was deeply influenced by the Jewish 
background in Rome.   
 
Paul has just reminded the legalists that God has made them His servants, and that God is 
the judge who justifies not us.  But the legalistic mind is always seeking to intrude itself, so 
if it cannot say we are saved by keeping manmade standards, well then the next logical 



place to go is to say that if we do not save ourselves by works we keep ourselves by works.  
After all it is only those who persevere to the end who will be saved.  Paul anticipates this 
tendency when he says in 14:4, ‘And he will be upheld, for the Lord is able to make him 
stand.’   
 
The legalist will think that apart from certain activities and methods they themselves are not 
saved, and they apply this math to others.  If I need the things that I do to keep myself a 
Christian, then you need them too, and if you don’t do as I do then you cannot be a 
Christian at all.  In the same way that we think everyone should do our diet in order to be 
healthy and stay fit, we prescribe a graceless diet for others also.  Those who have a 
legalistic approach to others betray their misunderstanding of the grace that saves them.   
 
The legalist is driven by fear not confidence in God, but Paul reminds the Roman legalists 
that God is able to finish what He has started, that He is able to uphold those who He has 
saved, and that they will indeed, with certainty be upheld.  Meddling in the affairs of others 
comes as a result of thinking that the person you see performing the task is doing an 
insufficient job and you need to put in your part.  Spiritual meddling is forgetting the part 
that God is doing and because you think it all depends upon you, assuming to yourself the 
role of sustainer.   
 
God’s grace drives our salvation from beginning to end.  By His grace He regenerates us and 
by the power of the Spirit we are made alive and enabled to believe and follow Christ.  By 
His grace we are justified and adopted into His family.  By His grace the Spirit who dwells 
within us conforms us more closely to Christ.  Sanctification and perseverance differ from 
the activity of God in justifying us for God includes our cooperation and partners with us in 
bringing about the effect.  But even though we have a greater part to play in sanctification, 
it is God that works in our hearts both to will and do for His good pleasure, or as Paul says, 
1 Cor. 15:10, ‘But by the grace of God I am what I am, and his grace toward me was not in 
vain. On the contrary, I worked harder than any of them, though it was not I, but the grace 
of God that is with me.’  And one day His grace will glorify me.  He gets the glory for it all.  
He set His love on me from eternity past and He will see His work through.  Those who 
persevere to the end will be saved, but God enables us to persevere, this is the promise we 
cling to and the promise spoken over us in the well-known benediction, Jude 24-25, ‘Now to 
him who is able to keep you from stumbling and to present you blameless before the 
presence of his glory with great joy,25 to the only God, our Savior, through Jesus Christ our 
Lord, be glory, majesty, dominion, and authority, before all time and now and forever. 
Amen.’ If you think that you are saved because of something you have done, you are taking 
God’s glory.  You will also think yourself invaluable to not only your own salvation but 
others, and as a result your confidence will not be in God to sanctify and keep your brethren 
but in your own meddling.  Legalists are meddlers for this reason.   
 
Now I wanted to leave a bit of room in this message to discuss a question which will be on a 
lot of people’s minds, is Hopeful Christian in heaven?   
 
The quick and dirty answer is, if he had saving faith he is in heaven because we are saved 
by grace through faith.  We can’t really know the true spiritual condition of anyone, only 
God can read the heart.  But that is not why people are usually asking, they want to know 
what I think, whether I think Hopeful is in heaven or not.  And here is my opinion.  The part 
I said about saved by grace through faith is a fact, but this part is opinion.  I think Hopeful 
is probably in heaven.  Now why do I say that?   
 



I say that because of a chapter like Romans 14.  It is true that they have a very works 
oriented way of thinking in Gloriavale, they are very quick to condemn Christians who are 
not like them to hell. If women wear pants, don’t wear head coverings, if you aren’t applying 
their faith approach to having children, if anyone has ever divorced or remarried, if you 
don’t live in community like them, these and many other matters make them see us as 
unbelievers.  In many ways they are like the weak Christians in Rome.  But the weak 
Christians in Rome were still Christians. 
 
Now many might be surprised that I say such a thing, after all don’t they resist what we 
teach when it comes to justification by faith by an imputed righteousness.  It is true that 
they do not hold to the view that God justifies us through the mechanism of another’s 
righteousness, but they do worship the Trinity, they do believe that Jesus died for our sins, 
they are just less informed and on account of their legalistic mindset see other doctrines as 
necessary to salvation.  The question comes down to this.  Can a person who is truly born 
again be wrong about a key doctrine of scripture?  The immature Christian who is unaware 
of their own heart and the many Christians who were imperfect in Church history will have 
to say no.  But experience teaches us otherwise.  I used to teach heresy.  I used to teach 
two particular heresies.  The first one was that anyone who did not evangelise was not a 
Christian.  I had a zeal for the faith and a desire to preach and if anyone did not preach they 
did not really believe.  The second was a neo-nomian view of salvation similar to Richard 
Baxter.  He taught that we are saved by our work of believing.  He and I taught that God 
lowered the standard from the 10 commandments which no one could keep to faith which 
any could perform, so that we save ourselves by the work of believing. Was I a Christian 
while I believed these?  Yes!  Even though I avidly argued against Christians who believed 
that I had no grace in my theology?  Yes! 
 
My confidence, and the teaching of the bible is that God does not save me because I was 
right about Him, or continue to be right in every way or even the most important ways.  I 
am saved by grace, full stop.  Being a Calvinist I see God saving me from death when I was 
running from Him and not to Him.  I had no prepared myself better than any other. To put it 
controversially I am saved by regeneration not faith.  Regeneration comes before faith to 
enable my believing.  When I come to faith, my faith will be weak, have errors and be 
incomplete.  I did not know altogether who Jesus was and made many mistakes along the 
way of learning about Him, but I was saved at every step because by grace, not by faith but 
through faith am I saved.  It is not my hold of the Saviour that saves me but His hold on me 
that saves.  I will always have a weak and imperfect hold of Christ.  My faith bears 
testimony to His work of grace but it does not create it.  So to repeat, if Hopeful had a true 
faith, this is evidence of a work of grace, true faith is not perfect and cannot unsave us by 
its imperfections.  In our folly we can rage against the truth even when it is clearly 
presented.  I thought I was honouring God and upholding holiness and attacking all the 
things that would hinder obedience, but instead I was being driven by an ignorance of grace 
and by a reliance upon self.   
 
Hopeful said and did many things that are wrong, but if he was a true believer, then Christ 
has paid for those and they will not keep him out of heaven.  Do you believe this about 
yourselves and about your brothers and sisters in Christ.                      
 
     
 
                 
 
 


