
Sermon 192: Romans 14:13-16: How to never be a stumbling block 

OUTLINE 

Judgements to be made 
Truths to be believed  
Purposes to be pursued 

INTRODUCTION 

What do these three situations have in common: a pastor uses his hunting rifle to kill an 
abortion doctor; an Evangelist walks into a mosque and shouts out that Islam is idolatry; the 
parents of a teenager who has announced himself gay lose their tempers and verbally 
assault him calling a pervert and other things?  All three are right in a wrong way, all three 
have the truth but without love.  Abortion is wrong, Islam is a false religion and 
homosexuality is a distortion of the way God made us, but we can be right in a wrong way.  
This is what is going on in the Roman Church in the matter of the weak and strong.  The 
strong are right, their theology is correct, but they are right in a wrong way.  

Paul has established the principle of Christian liberty, and as we move into a new section in 
v13-15:7, Paul is going to look at the practice of liberty.  The last section of 15:8-13 is about 
the purpose of our liberty, to be a united worshipping community in fulfilment of God’s 
promises.  We move then to focus on the practice of liberty and here Paul zeroes in 
particularly on the strong, and in these verses talks about never being a stumbling block/
hindrance to the weak.  In the Roman Church there were those still bound by the OT law 
and those who knew better.  The strong were acting in a loveless fashion which appears to 
‘destroy’ their brethren.  They were living in the truth without love and becoming a 
stumbling block to them.  As Paul calls these strong believers to never be a stumbling block 
he talks about the judgement one has to make, the truths one holds and the purposes one 
pursues.  We will look at v13-16 together: ‘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.14 I know and am persuaded in the Lord Jesus that nothing is unclean in itself, 
but it is unclean for anyone who thinks it unclean.15 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.16 So do not let what you regard as good be spoken of as evil.’    

Judgements to be made 

V13, ‘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.’  Our text begins with the 
word therefore, indicating that Paul is now drawing conclusions from what came before.  
You will remember that Paul was talking about God as the judge and not us.  Having 
established that truth he now using the language of judgement calls upon the strong 
Christians to make the right judgement.  In the Greek version of this text Paul uses the word 
‘judge’ twice, where our ESV only uses it once. The text reads something like this, 
‘Therefore let us not pass judgment on one another any longer, but rather judge never to 
put a stumbling block or hindrance in the way of a brother.’  This play on words is making a 
point.  If you want to judge, don’t judge one another but yourself.  Rally all your amazing 
critical faculties against yourself and not another.  Take all your smarts and apply it in love. 

But please notice what Paul wants them to judge the right activity, ‘never to put a stumbling 
block or hindrance in the way of a brother.’  We have heard the saying ‘never say never’, but 
sincerity always embraces never.  It is not a statement about strength and ability but it is a 



statement about intention.  When a young person repents of looking at pornography they 
should in their prayer of repentance say to God that they never want to do it again and ask 
God to enable that to be the case.  Here Paul is saying that the strong for all their 
knowledge should lay this restraint upon themselves, that they will never be a stumbling 
block to their brethren.  Paul is not denying the reality of Christian liberty but he is talking 
about how love limits liberty to the point of never being a stumbling block.   

This is a bit surprising.  Hasn’t Paul just told people to back off from judging their brethren?  
You might have got the impression that Paul was giving blanket permission for Christians to 
act according to their individual conscience as the highest court of authority, but that is not 
the case.  That would be a case of truth alone, but here Paul is demonstrating what truth 
with love looks like.  Christian liberty can be something that is true and we believe but 
something we do not display openly because of love.  The Scottish Commentator, John 
Brown, puts it this way, ‘Christian liberty is an internal thing—it belongs to the mind and 
conscience and, has a direct reference to God.  The USE of Christian liberty is an external 
thing—it belongs to conduct, and, has reference to man.  No consideration should prevail 
upon us for a moment to give up the essence of our liberty, but, many a consideration 
should induce us to forego the practical assertion or display of our liberty.’   Can you hold to 1

the reality of liberty without using it if it hurts another?  Yes!  The Christian belief in liberty 
of conscience is part of the foundation of the modern human rights movement.  But here we 
see where Christianity surpasses the modern day notion of rights, because without love, 
they are nothing.  Because Christ gave up His rights to serve, we do likewise, it can be no 
other way for the Christian.   

Now at this point I can imagine all of you getting very worried, and you might be thinking to 
yourself, ‘What does this mean?  Are we all bound to the most sensitive and scrupulous 
conscience in the room?  If one person here thinks Christians should not watch TV, must we 
all get rid of our TVs; if one thinks all Christians should homeschool must we all conform; if 
one thinks that alcohol is sinful, must all be teetotallers for life?’  We must be careful here to 
import all our present disagreements and matters of conscience into the text, Paul is 
addressing a very particular situation and bringing the truth to bear appropriately.  We must 
first understand the nature of the case Paul is dealing with before we make certain 
statements axiomatic and universal truths to be used as a cookie cutter for all situations.  
Once we know what Paul is dealing with, then by comparing our situations with his we will 
be able to extract principles.  I say principles because it is rare that we face the exact 
situation that an apostle faced.  When it comes to navigating cultural, ceremonial and 
conscience concerns it is nearly never a case of copy and paste.  We are outside the areas 
of black and white moral cases and into those areas where personality, culture, upbringing, 
understanding of the OT and other factors cause so much variation. 

There are certain verbal clues throughout this portion which help to understand the nature 
of the case at hand.  ‘stumbling block’, ‘hindrance’, clean and unclean, grieved, destroy, 
eating and drinking are some of the key words which help us paint a particular picture.  
Another help to us is the fact that Paul deals with a similar though different situation in the 
Corinthian church.  There it was not a case of arguing about the relevance of OT ceremonial 
laws but pagans who had become part of the church who by strong believers eating meat 
offered to idols were participating in idolatry.  These things help us see that not all 
differences of conscience are equal, there are activities that Christians do that tempt other 
Christians to sin, these are the ones addressed.  Paul is not talking about the scruples of a 
legalist who just doesn’t like your preferences, but someone who will be mislead into sin by 
your liberty.  What we do not have here is a blanket permission being given to the local 
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legalists to tie up the life of the church according to their scruples, but rather the limiting of 
those liberties which are damaging, not merely disagreeable to others.  For example, if 
applied Paul would not be talking about Christians not drinking alcohol because other 
Christians believed the bible taught against it, it doesn’t.  No, instead Paul would say you 
should not drink alcohol before a recovering addict because it could embolden them to 
drink.  

Truths to be believed 

V14, ‘I know and am persuaded in the Lord Jesus that nothing is unclean in itself, but it is 
unclean for anyone who thinks it unclean.’  Here Paul lays out the theological facts which 
lead to never being a stumbling block.  Please notice he does not deny the truth that all 
foods are clean, but he also acknowledges the reality of being able to sin on account of a 
weak conscience.  He begins with the words, ‘I am persuaded.’  Here he is agreeing with the 
strong that their theology is correct.  Next he tells us that his persuasion is ‘in the Lord 
Jesus.’  This could mean he is referring to Jesus own teaching that foods are clean, Mark, 
7:18-20, ‘And he said to them, "Then are you also without understanding? Do you not see 
that whatever goes into a person from outside cannot defile him,19 since it enters not his 
heart but his stomach, and is expelled?" (Thus he declared all foods clean.)20 And he said, 
"What comes out of a person is what defiles him.’  Or it could mean that Paul is drawing 
inferences from Christ’s fulfilling of the OT law.  Either way it is true for the NT Christian that 
nothing is unclean in itself. 

Now let us not misunderstand this statement.  Paul is not saying that sin no longer exists, it 
does, nor is he saying that things are no longer unnatural like homosexuality, it still is.  Paul 
is referring to a change from the ceremonial distinctions from the OT that no longer apply.  
There are certain foods, objects and practices that were once forbidden on ceremonial 
grounds that are now allowed.  We are trying to be careful here because many have tried to 
drive a truck through this statement.  Some have in recent days claimed that homosexuality 
was only wrong on ceremonial grounds and not moral grounds and here we see Paul no 
longer thinks it is wrong.  This is ridiculous and a blatant contradiction to several other 
statements by Paul.                    

Peter was once a weak Christian like the ones in Rome who had to learn that the OT 
ceremonial law was fulfilled and no longer applied.  And in Acts 10:9-16 records God giving 
Peter a vision to help him make this transition so that he will more willingly preach to 
Gentiles who were considered unclean in the eyes of the Jews.  He fell into a trance ‘and 
saw the heavens opened and something like a great sheet descending, being let down by its 
four corners upon the earth. In it were all kinds of animals and reptiles and birds of the air. 
And there came a voice to him: "Rise, Peter; kill and eat." But Peter said, "By no means, 
Lord; for I have never eaten anything that is common or unclean." And the voice came to 
him again a second time, "What God has made clean, do not call common."’  We are told 
this happened three times. 

Peter we are told had been staying at a tanner named Simon’s house.  This is itself 
something significant for a tanner would be in the business of skinning dead animals, and 
dead animals were a way of becoming unclean under the OT law, it appears that Peter was 
already beginning to drift from his OT moorings and working out how to be a NT believer.  
While praying waiting for the midday meal, God granted him a vision.  Three times a sheet 
full of animals was brought down before Peter, and he was commanded to kill and eat, there 
would have been a mix of clean and unclean animals.  There would have been sheep, goats, 
cows, but also snakes, pigs, ostriches, owls and other types of animals like shrimp and 
catfish that Jews were not allowed to eat.  Three times the Lord brought the sheet down, 



three times Peter refused the Lord and three times God said, ‘Do not call anything impure 
that God has made clean’. 

We are being taught that the OT distinctions between clean and unclean foods no longer 
exists.  So those lists of foods that a Jew could not eat no longer restrict the NT believer, not 
even a Jewish one.  A very important verse which reinforces this is Mark 7:18-19 (ESV)   
And he said to them, "Then are you also without understanding? Do you not see that 
whatever goes into a person from outside cannot defile him,  since it enters not his heart 
but his stomach, and is expelled?" ( Thus he declared all foods clean.)”  This is our response 
to Muslims, Jews, SDAs, and all those who feel that food can somehow defile.  And this is 
the truth that Paul held and the strong Christians in Rome.  The OT laws were given for 
good reasons which now fall away.  Firstly, God was recreating Eden in the camp of the 
Israelites, so all those animals that were associated with death, like scavengers, and all 
those animals that were incomplete like eels, which were fish without fins, or pigs which had 
a cloven hoof.  God was seeking to portray perfection.  This was also done in the fields, so 
that two types of plants were not to be grown together but to reflect the good order of Eden 
and creation, nor were two types of materials to be used for clothing.  This reinforced 
perfection, and communicated a message to the Jews that mixture of their religion and 
mixed marriages were no good.  All these restrictions fall away with the doing away of Israel 
as a theocracy, it is no longer a single nation living in a single land that is God’s people but a 
people of many nations and in many places.  Col. 2:16-17, “Therefore let no one pass 
judgment on you in questions of food and drink, or with regard to a festival or a new moon 
or a Sabbath.  These are a shadow of the things to come, but the substance belongs to 
Christ.” 

Paul had to meet the matter of unclean things on two fronts.  On the one hand there was 
the OT Jew who still had the ceremonial law binding his conscience.  But in 1 Cor. 8 we also 
see that Paul found converted pagans had a problem here too.  They looked at meats 
offered to idols and because their theology was not yet fully informed by the bible felt that 
eating the food was somehow affirming idolatry.  As a result some were emboldened by 
strong believer’s practices and sinned when they ate.  When meeting this particular form of 
the problem Paul taught that all things were the Lord’s in creation and part of His good gifts 
to us and that we should eat with thanksgiving to God without believing that the idol 
somehow owned the meat we were eating.  In talking about the false teachers wrong 
teaching on meats he writes in 1 Timothy, 4:3-4, ‘who forbid marriage and require 
abstinence from foods that God created to be received with thanksgiving by those who 
believe and know the truth.4 For everything created by God is good, and nothing is to be 
rejected if it is received with thanksgiving.’   

I hope you know this to be true, coca cola, energy drinks, alcohol, twinkies, junk food and 
many other things are not unclean in themselves.  It is not what goes into a body which 
makes it unclean but the reason why these things are consumed.  Because if you think 
something is unclean in itself, Paul says, if you eat or drink it, you will sin in doing so, ‘but it 
is unclean for anyone who thinks it is unclean.’   

Purposes to be pursued 

In verses 15-16 Paul gives us three reasons why we should strive to never be a stumbling 
block.  Firstly, it is not walking in love, secondly it destroys our brother, thirdly, it brings 
insult on the liberty Christ won for us.  ‘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.16 So do not let what you regard as good be spoken of as evil.’   



‘For if your brother is grieved by what you eat, you are no longer walking in love.’  In 13:10 
Paul told us that love does not wrong to a neighbour.  Here Paul is showing how an 
insensitive display of our liberty which causes grief to our brethren is not loving and 
therefore ought not to be done.  1 Cor. 8:1, ‘Now concerning food offered to idols: we know 
that "all of us possess knowledge." This "knowledge" puffs up, but love builds up.’  To 
pursue the truth heedless of how your actions affect another is selfish and unloving.  So if 
you drink alcohol do it in private not in public gatherings where recovering addicts or young 
believers are present.  And in our day of Facebook remember that many aspects of your 
private life and becoming public so be more vigilant about what goes up online. 

The gospel teaches us how to walk in love.  If Christ walked in truth and not also love, He 
would have judged us, but in love He who was rich became poor for our sake.  He chose to 
pursue love towards us not the truth of our sin.  Christ’s gracious dealings with us set a 
mould for how we are to love others.   

‘By what you eat do not destroy the one for whom Christ died.’  What does it mean to 
destroy a brother?  Here are three possible interpretations.  Firstly, according to an Arminian 
understanding by acting against conscience the true Christian damns himself.  Second, the 
word destroy has a broad semantic domain and can mean something as weak as spoil as 
well as something as strong as destroy.  Thirdly, Paul is referring to confessors who have 
been baptised and added to the church who may not be regenerate, but his emphasis is not 
on the ability to lose one’s salvation but the fact that you act with intent against someone 
who appears for all intents and purposes as a fellow believer.  I find the first option 
impossible otherwise I would make a liar of God and Paul who only earlier in this letter 
spoke of nothing in all creation being able to separate us from God, Rom. 8:29-39.  There 
are good arguments for the second and third views, both are orthodox and acceptable.  I 
am inclined towards the third which takes the word destroy as destroy, but is drawing 
attention to who you, according to your understanding, are acting against rather than 
exploring the question of whether Christians can lose their salvation.  You cannot know the 
final spiritual condition of any person you can only treat them according to their confessions, 
and if you are inconsiderate and flaunt your liberty in your conscience you have acted 
against a fellow believer.   

Just before the black plague broke out in Europe there was a rich and educated man who 
felt the call of God to sell all that he had and become a minister for him.  When the black 
plague broke out, he dedicated himself to taking care of the sick, and as what happened to 
so many he contracted the disease.  He was taken to a hospital and there he was examined 
by the doctors.  The doctors examined him and then began to speak to each other in Latin, 
this was a language that the educated understood, but that the peasants did not.  They said 
to each other that he was too far gone, and that they should just leave him to die.  They did 
not know who he was, nor that he could understand them, and he said back to them in 
Latin; the words he replied were along the lines of Romans 14:15, ‘do not despise this weak 
brother for whom Christ died’.  And now as Paul applies what he thinks needs to be done he 
highlights this simple truth which the strong were forgetting.  Those who they are 
influencing to sin, are those for whom Christ died.  If Christ is willing to go all the way to 
death to serve this sinner, you at least can limit your liberty to the private areas of your life 
so that you are not a stumbling block.   

‘So do not let what you regard as good be spoken of as evil.’  Christ has done a great thing 
in dying to free us from sin, in fulfilling the OT ceremonial law and enabling us to enjoy His 
good gifts.  This was a hard fought for liberty which you and I enjoy and the last thing we 
should want is for something to think that Christian liberty is all about enabling sin.  We 
should have such a heart for Christ’s glory in gratitude for the liberty we enjoy that we 



would rather go without our liberties that give the impression that Christian liberty is all 
about condoning sinful behaviour.  We should be so zealous for the glory of God that we 
would gladly never use a liberty again than bring blasphemy against Christ’s amazing work.  
It is this desire in the heart of believers that Paul is appealing to in verse 16. 

So this is the practice of Christian liberty.  It is a fact that we have been set free not from 
moral law but from ceremonial laws and weak consciences, but the Christian must guard 
against being right in a wrong way and strive to enjoy his liberty in love, in service of the 
brethren and remembering the reputation of the Saviour who did so much to win this 
freedom.             
   


