
Sermon 184: Romans 14:1-3: Gospel Based Community 
 
OUTLINE 
 
Gospel welcome 
Gospel attitudes 
 
INTRODUCTION 
 
Welcoming people of differing convictions is a hot topic today.  Inclusivism is the politically 
correct thing to.  Divisions among Christians are a perennial problem and the new sub-
section we are beginning in Romans speaks to these matters.  Paul has been talking to us 
about being living sacrifices as our response to God’s mercy to us in Christ.  He has covered 
several areas of ethics.  He has spoken about our minds, our attitudes, our body life and use 
of gifts, the love we ought to have to various parts of society, and our responsibility to the 
government.  Out of all these sections, the next one is the longest treatment in this section.  
Paul deals the issue of Christians welcoming one another for 35 verses from 14:1-15:13.  
Compare this with 7 verses on submitting to the government, 4 on living in light of the 
second coming, 5 verses on body life, etc.  This issue gets so much air time because it is a 
particularly big problem and because it is so important. 
 
This next section holds many important topics for us; here is just a sampling of what we will 
have to cover in this section.  Freedom of conscience, sabbatarianism, abstention from 
alcohol, OT dietary laws, the difference between a sin and a matter of conscience, the 
nature of Christian liberty, the sins of the left and right, the nature and limits of Christian 
unity, I hope you can see how relevant a portion this is today.  The historic divisions among 
Christians and the modern climate of inclusion make this portion most pertinent.  Today we 
begin looking at the gospel oriented nature of the community of the church, in 14:1-3, ‘As 
for the one who is weak in faith, welcome him, but not to quarrel over opinions.2 One 
person believes he may eat anything, while the weak person eats only vegetables.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.’  We want to allow Paul to show 
us the gospel welcome we ought to extend to all believers, and the gospel attitudes we 
ought to extend to all believers. 
 
Gospel welcome 
 
V1, ‘As for the one who is weak in faith, welcome him, but not to quarrel over opinions.’  
Paul begins this new section with a call to welcome the weak in faith.  Throughout this 
section Paul speaks about two different types of people, those who are weak and those who 
are strong, those who eat and those who don’t, those observe special days and those who 
do not, those who drink wine and those who don’t.  Who are these people?  If you can get a 
clear understanding of the original situation the various details of this portion will make 
better sense.  Who are the weak that Paul is talking about?  Here are the three main 
options.  Firstly, the weak who do not eat and drink and who observe days are those who 
are of Gentile background who are still involved in some pagan practices and beliefs.  
Secondly, the weak are a party of Judaizers like in Galatians who are insisting that we need 
to observe the OT ceremonial for salvation.  Thirdly, the weak are Jewish but not Judaisers 
just those who still think that they need to observe various OT laws regarding food, and 
drink and days.  This third option is the best for various reasons.  We must recognise that 
the issues in this chapters have more to do with past Jewish beliefs and practices than 
Gentile ones on account of the reference to unclean in v14 indicating that OT laws are in 



view.  This being the case trying to make the weak of Romans 14 the same as the weak in 1 
Corinthians who were Gentile converts participating in their old pagan ways is not the case.  
Second, please note the tone of this chapter.  In Galatians Paul is ready to damn and 
anathematise any who keep days and don’t eat because they believe that observing these 
regulations save us.  The matter in Galatians was one of the gospel being preserved.  Here 
there is a very different tone where Paul is speaking in tones of welcoming those who 
abstaining or observing.  He sees these folk not as the heretics of Galatians who were 
perverting the gospel, rather as Jewish Christians still bound by various OT regulations.  The 
strong then were most likely Gentile Christians who were not bound by the various scruples 
of the Jewish convert. 
 
Now we see from v2 that the issue of a vegetarian diet is the first matter raised, ‘One 
person believes he may eat anything, while the weak person eats only vegetables.’  An OT 
Jew would not eat meat offered to idols, but only ate kosher meat, this means an animal 
had to be killed in a particular way that the blood was let, for the OT Jew was forbidden 
from eating the blood of an animal.  Due to the fact that one could not guarantee that meat 
had been prepared in the approved way, and that it had not been offered to idols, the 
Daniel diet was the safe way to avoid unclean foods.  The vegetarianism in view here is not 
to be confused with vegetarianism for the sake of protesting the inhumane treatment of 
animals, for the sake of health, or Eastern philosophies that view killing animals to eat as 
wrong.  The fact that the early church ate meals together as part of their regular fellowship 
and worship meant that the matter was front and centre, and they were constantly parading 
their foods choices in front of one another.  We must highlight that those who ate only 
vegetable did so out of a sense of obedience to God not a sense of revulsion or protest.  It 
would be similar to someone today seeing that the early chapters of Genesis appear to 
record a vegetarian diet, and out of a belief that this is the proper way to eat opts out of 
eating meat.  The point that needs to be stressed is that they think that this is something 
that God wants/approves.       
 
We have said in the past that the Jewish Christians had been ejected from Rome and then 
returned to a dominantly Gentile church, one can imagine the clash of cultures as these two 
distinct groups tried to live side by side.  We see from our passage that there was a 
tendency to exclude and judge and be insensitive towards one another.  John Stott outlines 
the passage in the following way.  Firstly, Paul tells both Jewish and Gentile Christians to 
welcome one another, v1.  Having stated this principle he works it out by addressing 
primarily the strong telling them not to despise the weak 2-13; not to be a stumbling block 
13-23, and not to please themselves 15:1-6, and ends with a doxology.     
 
Paul begins by reminding those who are strong that their opponents are Christians.  Paul 
uses the phrase ‘weak in faith’ to describe the Jewish convert, v1.  Firstly, appreciate that 
Paul is calling one group weak and implying they are in the wrong and another group is 
strong and in the right.  His immediate concern however is not to rule on their doctrine but 
to teach both to be loving while holding differing beliefs.  Secondly, notice how Paul talks 
about the weak being in the faith.  These are Christians not unbelievers, they are part of the 
body of Christ and ought to be treated as such.  Thirdly, the nature of their weakness is not 
a weakness of self-control, in all likelihood they are more rigorous and self-controlled than 
the strong; rather the weakness lies in their understanding of being set from the OT 
ceremonial law.  Fourthly, the reference to ‘the faith’ is not a reference to saving faith, but 
the teachings of the faith.  They must not be viewed as half-Christian but rather full 
Christians who are only half-informed about the truth of the OT ceremonial laws.   
 



‘Welcome him.’  What is important about this word is that this is the word used by Paul later 
to talk about how God welcomes us into His family through the gospel, 15:7, ‘Therefore 
welcome one another as Christ has welcomed you, for the glory of God.’  Jesus also uses 
this word in John 14:3, ‘And if I go and prepare a place for you, I will come again and will 
take you to myself, that where I am you may be also.’  That phrase, ‘take you to myself’ is 
the same word in the Greek.  Picture it, the Bridegroom goes away to build a house for His 
wife and then He returns and takes His bride to Himself in order to make a home with her.  
This is the sort of welcome Paul is describing.  This word implies welcoming face to face, as 
one of the family, into an intimate connection with.  This is more than allowing and 
tolerating someone to be part of a group, but owning and identifying with them as part of 
yourself.  Second rate citizens, the out-crowd, the marginalised, those cut out from your 
clique, these are impossible in light of this word.   
 
Think on how Christ has welcomed you.   You are imperfect in body, mind, belief, and 
action.  He does not accept you on the basis that you are exactly like Him, cleverer or more 
right than others, or that you happen to agree on key matters.  You were His enemy and 
worthy of His rejection.  But by His grace He treated you better than you deserve.  His union 
with you is on the basis of grace and not law.  He pursued an enemy, He gave His Spirit to 
convince your unbelief, He died to ensure your inclusion, and every legitimate ground for 
your exclusion was satisfied at His expense.   
Now that He has fought for your acceptance, He has not merely accommodated you as a 
slave to be ignored and mistreated.  He has adopted you, He has bestowed privilege and 
honour upon you.  He has promoted you to positions of responsibility and service despite all 
past errors and betrayals.  This is the basis upon which we receive one another.  You 
receive them because God has approved them in Christ not because you approve.   
 
Now this emphasis could be misunderstood today.  There are many who think that 
Christianity is wrong in condemning homosexuality as sin and calling all who practice such 
sins to repent and embrace a holy life and identity in Christ.  There are even so called 
Christian groups who argue for inclusion in the church, and in the ministry for practicing 
homosexuals.  Some might even want to appeal to the text at hand as a type of prooftext 
for condoning their views and inclusion.  This is where we need to make an important 
distinction.  John Stott puts it this way, ‘God’s love is unconditional but His acceptance is 
not.’  Yes God loves sinners, but He receives us as His children when we believe and repent 
of our sins.  He is love and He is holy, and His holiness insists that sin is paid for by Jesus 
paying a price we could not pay, and by us putting aside the sin He is saving us from.  We 
are included into the body of the church not merely for being human, but when we believe 
and repent.  God’s welcoming us in the gospel means that we should be more welcoming 
than we ever thought because we include those who God includes; but it also means we are 
less welcoming than others may think because God insists on repentance and faith as the 
foundation for acceptance.  All those who Paul is talking to in Romans 14 agree that Jesus is 
the Saviour and a holy life is His calling for us as He instructs as by His word.  We cannot 
smuggle modern aberrations of the Christian message into Paul’s present discussion of 
loving other Christians. 
 
Gospel attitudes 
 
V3, ‘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.’   The next thing 
Paul does is not to side with any one party against the other, but to warn both off of the 
sinful tendencies that attend their positions.  You can see the two sinful attitudes that the 
weak and strong tend towards in the two ideas of ‘despise’, and ‘pass judgement.’   



The strong, those who had better theology, those who were not hindered by uniformed 
notions would have the temptation to be puffed up and to think themselves superior to 
those who were bound by legalistic scruples.  The sin here is the typical sin of the left who 
are conceited and look down their noses at others.  This would be the theologians despising 
of the laymen, or the connoisseur’s pity upon the uneducated and uninitiated, the educated 
when they disregard the uneducated opinion as not worth considering.  Pride here takes the 
unruffled self-assurance of the critic who calls the right those fundamentalists and zealots 
and legalists.  The tendency is towards knowledge without love and antinomianism.   
 
On the other hand we have the sin of the right, which Paul tells us is to ‘pass judgement’.  
Now this is not the good judgement of discernment, but the anathematising of the self-
righteous remnant.  ‘If you do not do what I do and believe what I believe you cannot be a 
child of God, you are going to hell!’  Pride here takes the form of defining the right by what 
I think and do, and which prosecutes another with the self-assurance of a judge calling 
those on the left those heretics, those pretenders, those antinomians.  The tendency is 
towards holiness without love and legalism.   
 
Please notice that when Paul speaks about the weak brother, he says in v1, ‘welcome him’.  
Now that Paul is speaking to the weak about the strong look at the end of v3, ‘and let not 
the one who abstains pass judgment on the one who eats, for God has welcomed him.’  
Once again the insistence is on the fact that God has welcomed the one who eats.  You 
cannot pronounce judgement upon one whom God has justified.  There are times when 
church discipline is employed to hold a brother or sister accountable for an obvious denial of 
their faith in belief or practice, but Paul is dealing here not with the appropriate action of 
church government, but a general attitude that is ready to damn.  Where the left might feel 
tempted to think that someone is not theologically informed enough to be a believer, the 
tendency here is to think that someone is not holy enough to be a Christian.   
 
Now imagine Paul had simply sat up as an apostle and ruled on who was right doctrinally 
and who was wrong.  We would never have had this reminder that we are all sinners who all 
have tendencies and find ourselves on the one hand or the other in these instances.  Paul 
has the properly balanced view that sin is found in the moral and immoral, the educated and 
the ignorant.  The parable of the prodigal son portrays this truth graphically for us.  The 
younger son in the parable fits what we would ordinarily characterise as a sinner, someone 
who disrespects parents, and who lives a profligate life of self-indulgence and ending up in 
ruin.  But the surprise, and the purpose of the parable was to help the religious and self-
righteous Jews of Jesus day see the other type of sin we ordinarily overlook, the type that 
disguises itself in morality and religion.  Worldliness comes in two forms, there is the type 
that is selfish and self-indulgent and is indifferent as it pursues the pleasures of the flesh.  
Then there is the type that is self-righteous and pursues the pleasures of pride and 
approval.  Jesus came to save both. 
 
We are saved by grace no matter what side we may be sitting on.  Let us think of some of 
the modern day issues that Christians divide over.  There are two concerns we want to 
cover here, those who have a concern for orthodoxy, and those who have a concern for 
orthopraxy.  We can insist on manmade standards that deny the grace by which we are 
saved.  Christians can be too quick to judge other Christians when they do not do as they 
do, and they forget upon what basis God accepted them.  Today we can question a person’s 
salvation if they do not have the same translation as us, the same millennial view, if they 
have a different view on the gifts, or the same view on the age of the earth.  The Christians 
in Rome were not divided on matters of core doctrine like the Trinity or the way of salvation, 
but they had differing views on secondary issues, what we might call the adiaphora.  The 



big problem here is insisting that a difference in secondary issues be treated with the same 
seriousness as core issues.  Others judge people unbelievers if they have differing views on 
birth control, head coverings, baptism, the Lord’s Supper, or living in community.  A good 
way to test whether you are prey to this way of thinking is to see how you view people in 
Church history.  God has saved people like you by grace from the beginning, they are saved 
by grace and on the basis of the completeness of their theological positions, nor on 
correctness of their daily practice.  It is the attitude of the young Christian who has not yet 
consistently applied the gospel and the principle of grace throughout his/her thinking who 
looks at the saints of the past and thinks that the majority of the people recorded were not 
believers.  Think back to Augustine for example, a man who embraced an Episcopalian view 
of church government, who wrongly believed sex in marriage is only for making children, 
and who sometimes prayed to his dead mother.  His doctrine of the church and sacraments 
became the view of the Roman Catholic church, but his doctrine of grace was taken up by 
the Protestant Reformation.  Those who judge others on whether they have attained to the 
light of their present understanding will look back on the majority of Christians and condemn 
them.  Upon what basis?  Because they are imperfect in belief or practice.   
 
Think about that with me for a while.  Is there anything that is imperfect in your belief and 
practice?  Has there ever been at any point in your Christian life imperfect practice or belief?  
I know there has been in mine.  I used to believe in a weak God who needed my permission 
to do anything in this world, who was wringing His hands in heaven crying for me to do 
something because He has done all He can and unless I get things right the blood of 
thousands will be on my hands.  I used to believe that I was sovereign and that God elected 
me because of my foreseen faith and choice.  I had a practically blasphemous view of God 
and am ashamed of the idol of my imagination I constructed Him as, yet I was truly saved.  
When I was born again God clothed me in the perfection of Christ’s righteousness.  All the 
punishment for all of my sins past, present and future were counted as paid in full by 
Christ’s death in my place.  I was born again and filled with His Spirit and began the journey 
of transformation which I am still on.  I had to begin to rethink everything I had ever 
believed as correct and test it by the bible and change my opinions and overall worldview.  I 
lapsed, and made terrible mistake and taught blasphemy and heresy.  But I was saved not 
on the basis of my performance that day, not on the basis of my progress in beliefs, not 
even on the basis of the fact that I was trying.  I am saved by grace, my continuing 
progress does not keep me saved, my being saved by grace issues in a continuous trying.  I 
was not in and out of His family until I attained to a certain point in believing and practice, I 
was saved from the first, accepted with full inheritance rights and privileges.  If this is how 
God accepts each one of you, then this is how you ought to receive one another.               
 
You are sitting here today and you will based on personality, experience, and upbringing, 
have a tendency towards being sinful in one of these two ways.  Which one are you more 
like?  Are you more like the leftist educated elitist who looks down on others as stupid and 
disregard them offering them no consideration except pity.  Or are you the rightist zealot 
who has made his/her own views and practices the measuring stick of orthodoxy and are 
ready to anathematise God’s own people when they don’t fit your narrow definition.  If you 
are one of those who is in the process of looking down on another then you have an 
insufficient grasp on how God has welcomed you.  Get a proper understanding of the 
gospel, and the welcome that you receive from God will enable you to welcome others on 
the same basis, and new gospel shaped attitudes will dictate how you treat others in the 
body of Christ.                           
 
     


