
Sermon 193: Romans 14:17-19: Why we should never be a stumbling block

OUTLINE

The nature of the kingdom
The approval of God and man

INTRODUCTION

 Never be a stumbling block to another Christian, this is the point Paul has just been 
making, we carry on with Paul in 14:17-19 where he talks about why we should not be a 
stumbling block, ‘For the kingdom of God is not a matter of eating and drinking but of 
righteousness and peace and joy in the Holy Spirit.18 Whoever thus serves Christ is 
acceptable to God and approved by men.19 So then let us pursue what makes for peace 
and for mutual upbuilding.’  Our portion begins with the word ‘for’ indicating its connection 
with what Paul has just been saying.  Paul has told the Romans to decide never to be a 
stumbling block and listed several reasons why: because it is a sin to act against conscience;
because we are to walk in love; because we should not destroy our brethren; because Christ
died for them; because Christ’s reputation is at stake.  In this section Paul adds two more 
reasons for why we should commit to never being a stumbling block.  V17 is an argument 
on the basis of the nature of the kingdom of God; v18 is an argument based on gaining the 
approval of God and man.  And Paul ends with a call for commitment in v19 to pursue peace
and mutual upbuilding. 

The nature of the kingdom

V17, ‘For the kingdom of God is not a matter of eating and drinking but of righteousness 
and peace and joy in the Holy Spirit.’  This is the only reference to the kingdom of God in 
Romans and it is an important one.  I would have loved to stop and give you a lecture on 
the kingdom of God, but that would take us too far away from the text so tonight I am 
going to explore the topic of the kingdom of God.  If you would like to know what the 
kingdom of God is and its importance, come back to the evening service.  In this verse Paul 
is contrasting the liberty goals of the strong the freedom to eat and drink, with the goals of 
the gospel which is to bring us into the kingdom and to experience, practice and encourage 
righteousness, peace and joy.  The strong in their selfish correctness have had goals that 
are too small for themselves and others.  Their concerns have been too pedestrian and are 
not the great gifts granted in the gospel.  It is true that we are now free from the 
ceremonial law and from superstition so that we can freely enjoy God’s good gifts to the 
glory of God, but this is secondary to the primary goals of the gospel which are 
righteousness, peace and joy.  And these not only for ourselves but for others as well.  

A big question which commentators try and answer is: what is meant by righteousness, 
peace and joy, are they virtues that we are to practice, or are they benefits which we enjoy 
as a result of the gospel?  I think the answer is yes, and more.  There are at least four ways
in which we need to see these three things.  Firstly, each should be seen as a benefit of our 
justification, then they should be viewed as a fruit of our sanctification, then they should be 
seen as the goal of our glorification, and fourthly they are the goals of our service towards 
others so that we seek these things not only for ourselves but in the weak and strong 
Christians as well.  

Let us first see them as the benefits of our believing the gospel.  Romans 5:1-2, ‘Therefore, 
since we have been justified by faith, we have peace with God through our Lord Jesus 



Christ.2 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.’  Justification is God declaring us 
righteous, this results in peace with God, and also joy in the certainty of our salvation.  The 
goal of Christ dying was not so that you could primarily enjoy the benefits of food and drink,
but eternal life and spiritual benefits.  Every Christian has their righteousness in Christ, they 
are at peace not at war with God because their sins are forgiven, and they have grounds for
joy, though not all experience this assurance of salvation.  It seems that Paul is saying to 
the strong: ‘if you must insist on something and make a public spectacle that starts a fight, 
the only thing worth fighting for is the gospel, not food and drink.’  

We cannot pass these truths without opening them up a little.  We are righteous in Christ, 
what a glorious truth.  It is the source of the peace and joy Paul mentions.  We are simil 
Justus et peccator, we are both sinful and righteous at the same time.  Sinful in ourselves 
but righteous in Christ, He has taken the guilt for my sins and I have taken the credit for His
righteousness.  I am righteous not in myself but in my representative and He was sinful not 
in Himself but in those He was representing.  Right now, if you have called on God for His 
mercy and trusted in Christ, God as judge as declared you innocent in Christ, swapping your
legal standing with His.  You may not feel it but it is true.  Many struggle to feel themselves 
righteous when they still sin as believers.  They feel condemnation not peace and joy.  This 
is what Martin Luther says in his lectures on Galatians: ‘For, as we know from our own 
experience, in such a conflict of conscience the sense of sin of the wrath of God, of death, 
of hell, and of every terror holds powerful sway.  Then one must say to him who is 
distressed: Brother, you want to have a conscious righteousness; that is you want to be 
conscious of righteousness in the same way you are conscious of sin.  This will not happen. 
But your righteousness must transcend your consciousness of sin and you must hope that 
you are righteous in the sight of God.  That is, your righteousness is not visible, and it is not
conscious; but it is hoped for as something to be revealed in due time.  Therefore you must 
not judge on the basis of your consciousness of sin, which terrifies and troubles you, but on 
the basis of the promise and teaching of faith, by which Christ is promised to you as your 
perfect and eternal righteousness.’1  And so because Christ represents me for righteousness 
and not myself, I am now at peace with God, my sins which alienated me from Him is dealt 
with and paid in full, this results in my conscience being eased and a joy of certain future 
glory arising in my heart whenever I properly consider what I now have in Christ.

But it is not clear whether Paul is talking about the benefits of the gospel or whether he is 
talking about virtues that the strong ought to be pursuing towards the weak.  So we move 
from justification to sanctification.  Since not acting in love and being a stumbling block to 
another is sinful, Paul calls the strong to act with righteousness towards the weak.  Not in 
self-righteousness where they justify their actions but in true righteousness that accords 
with love.  
Secondly, they are to be at peace with the weak.  We have spoken about being right in a 
wrong way, and the Christian church should be characterised by peace not war, union and 
not divisions.  Food and drink, and the right to eat them are not as important as our 
holiness, nor the peace of our community.  It is most important that we protect the peace of
the church.  Good and important things like the liberty to eat and drink certain things are 
not as important and should be sacrificed to keep the peace.  This does not indicate a 
forced agreement, but rather a voluntary giving up of rights in order to not offend and keep 
the peace.  The strong will keep their correct theology and the weak will still need to inform 
theirs but self-denial to keep the peace is what Paul is encouraging. 

1 Verdict, Vol. 2. Number 4, August 1979, p27.  



And then there is joy.  Fellowship is supposed to be a source of joy not sorrow, and please 
notice that Paul talks about joy ‘in the Holy Spirit.’  What steals joy?  Sin does, if our joy is 
on the basis of the Holy Spirit, not giving us the holy giggles, but rather impressing upon us 
the reality of our sin and the sufficiency of Christ as Saviour.  Then we need the Spirit to 
work in our consciences and understandings.  We need the Spirit who was given to glorify 
Christ to glorify Him by opening up for us His beauty and willingness to save, His sufficient 
holiness and tender love.  When we grieve the Spirit on account of sin we lose the benefit of
these ministrations.  When the strong act in such a way by eating and drinking before the 
weak that they are caused to stumble and eat and drink against their consciences, the weak
sin and lose their joy.  We should be seeking our brother and sisters joy in the gospel.  If 
the joy of the Lord is our strength, then the greatest way in which we can serve our 
brethren is to remind them of the wonderful salvation they have.  This will be fuel for their 
suffering and in standing fast against temptation.  To act in such a way that leads them to 
sin is to take things in the opposite direction.  

There is a third possibility that the commentaries speak about, and this is because they 
associate the kingdom of God with the new creation.  So the contrast goes something like 
this.  The kingdom of God which we are headed for is the new creation, this will be an 
eternal state of righteousness, peace and joy, and these will be given by the Spirit.  These 
three virtues are also enabled in the Christian by Spirit power and so it is the Spirit working 
in power in our midst that we should be seeking and not be taken up in the trivialities of 
eating and drinking.  I think this is a helpful point to remember.  We are one day going to 
be a community living in perfect righteousness, peace and joy, and we can begin to 
experience these things in part even now.  And so we should be striving to portray these 
things in our midst by the way in which we love and serve one another.  What we have in 
Christ, what we are becoming in Christ, and what we will enjoy in its fullness in Christ is 
more important that the liberties of food and drink.  This big picture way of thinking helps 
us to stop fixating on the temporary issues, even good issues like the liberty to enjoy God’s 
good creation.

There is one more way we need to think about righteousness, peace and joy.  The strong 
should be seeking to see these things prosper not only in their own experience but in the 
experience of their brethren.  In their inconsiderate behaviour they have been producing the
opposite in the lives of the weak.  Instead of righteousness, the weak in going against 
conscience have sinned.  Instead of peace, the weak are at war with the strong and with 
their own consciences.  Instead of joy, the weak are bogged down in guilt and divisions.  
Freedom even legitimate freedom is not as important as seeing righteousness, peace and 
joy in our brethren.  Are we causing sin, strife and sadness or righteousness, peace and joy?

So how are you doing in terms of your priorities?  Is it about righteousness, peace and joy 
for yourself and others in Christ, or is it about something else?  What is the emphasis for 
you?  Is it food and drink and insisting on being theologically correct like the Romans?  Or is
it something else?  What is the liberty that you are pursuing that may be eclipsing 
righteousness, peace and joy?  Is there a personal liberty that is more important to you than
your holiness, your good relationship with God and other Christians; something else you get 
your joy from but not the Holy Spirit?  Is it alcohol, the movies you watch, the music you 
listen to, the company you keep?  Is there anything you have to defend and say ‘it is not a 
sin,’ but this is a cover up for misplaced priorities?  

These three things become really helpful criteria to judge whether a thing is good and useful
to us.  In the issue of Christian liberty we are not very honest with ourselves, and our hearts
are always conniving and contriving to have their own way.  Our hearts are deceitful and we



even abuse the truth of liberty to get what we want.  We will talk about our pain, our 
health, our history, our rights, and outwardly no one will be able to argue with your logic 
but in your heart you are not seeking righteousness, peace and joy in the Spirit but self-
indulgence.  Take this issue which is one where the theological assertion about eating and 
drinking is correct, and yet being theologically correct is not enough.  Paul calls upon us to 
remember that the kingdom is not about eating and drinking and watching and listening, but
about being righteous in Christ, becoming more righteous in Christ and living in light of the 
righteousness that we will one day be in Christ.  It is about the peace we have with God 
through the gospel, not disrupting that peace with sin, and seeing it work out in our 
relations to others.  And it is about joy in the Spirit, not false joys from exercising our 
freedom at another’s expense or as a cover for sin.  Are you seeking first the kingdom and 
His righteousness, or is there another agenda under the disguise of your liberty?  

The approval of God and man

V18, ‘Whoever thus serves Christ is acceptable to God and man.’  The strong have been 
living to please themselves, but here Paul calls them to think of pleasing God and others.  It 
should be noted that the strong treating the weak in a good way is seen as serving Christ.  
We cannot help but here an echo of the parable of the sheep and goats where Christ said, 
‘as you have done it unto the least of these my brethren, you have done it unto me.’  That 
word ‘acceptable’ is an interesting word in Greek.  In ancient times coins not paper money 
was used.  And since it was not mixed with alloy it was soft and people would shave off tiny 
parts to make new coins thus diminishing the coin.  When a coin had been tampered with it 
was ‘unacceptable.’  Those men who only traded in whole coins and the coins themselves 
were called ‘acceptable.’2  This is the word being used here.  It has the meaning of ‘certified’
or ‘proven genuine.’  

Paul calls the strong believer’s attention away from pleasing himself to consider whether he 
is pleasing to God, as well as above reproach to others, those inside the church and those 
outside.  Firstly, let us consider the notion of being acceptable before God.  We believe that 
when the Christian sees their inability to save themselves and turn to Christ in faith that God
justifies them, He dresses them in Christ’s own righteousness.  They are holy as He is holy, 
as holy as Jesus in God’s sight.  Now as we think on that and bring it to this verse that says 
we must act towards our brethren so that we are acceptable to God, is Paul denying the 
reality of our justification by saying that we still need to act in an acceptable way?  With the 
teaching of justification being the imputation of Christ’s righteousness to us there has 
perennially been an antinomian error that says something like this.  ‘I am perfect in God’s 
eyes, when I sin God does not see it, and any suffering I experience will not be a chastening
for sin but rather a purifying of my faith or an attack of satan.’  There is a double reality we 
have to remember, on the one hand our justification is irrevocable and irreversible.  Yet God
still sees sin in my life as a believer and as a good Father disciplines me for it.  He is holy 
and hates the sin in the lives of His children but His actions are not those of a judge against 
a criminal but a Father chastening a child.  

This brings in the matter of good works that God approves of.  Can a Christian do a deed 
that God approves?  The answer is yes and no.  No if that deed is offered to try and pay for 
past sins, or buy eternal life.  All our deeds are as filthy rags in His sight if this is the nature 
of the good deed.  But now that we have trusted in Christ for justification and have now 
received the promise of eternal life because of His good works for us, what about the 
Christians good deeds, are they somehow approved?  Yes.  Listen to how our confession of 
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faith puts it, chapter 16 paragraph 9, ‘Yet notwithstanding the persons of believers being 
accepted through Christ, their good works are also in Him; not as though they were in this 
life wholly unblameable and unreprovable in God’s sight, but that he, looking upon them in 
His Son, is pleased to accept and reward that which is sincere, although accompanied with 
many weaknesses and imperfections.’  When a Christian does a good deed in Christ, by the 
Spirit, with sincerity, even though it is still imperfect God credits it as good and approves of 
it.  To put down your rights, to deny your liberties to serve another, to say no to lawful 
things even though you are right in using them, is pleasing to God and He approves.  Do 
you seek to please God, then here is how.  If you are offending a fellow Christian by your 
liberty gladly give up that liberty in service of others.  This is how Christ has served you and 
how we should serve one another.  I find that this helps me.  It is a comfort to know that 
God sees my sins and my efforts to do good, and that they are not invisible to Him, and I 
am able to please Him and feel His displeasure without risk of condemnation.  Some have 
wrongly implied hat justification means God cant see sin in us, this is not true, and on the 
other side some have thought God cant see any good in us so why even try, this also is 
false.  You are approved in Christ and can receive approval for your good deeds, not for 
salvation but for rewards.  

Next consider the approval of man.  This too is a complex rather than simple matter.  On 
the one hand we are to be God pleasers and not manpleasers, yet here we are told that by 
denying our rights others will certify our faith.  We are told by Christ that the world will hate
us, but here that they will acknowledge us.  We are told that we should not do our good 
deeds before men, but that we should not hide our good deeds.  The bible tells us our good 
deeds silence the mouths of unbelievers and draw their ire.  Paul here is alluding to the fact 
that in the heart of every man is a conscience that recognises the truth when it sees it.  
Every sinner is able to understand when someone is being kind, sacrificial and gracious.  
Likewise every believer has a hypocrisy radar.  Paul is telling the Romans that their 
confession of following a selfless loving Saviour who gives up rights to save His enemies 
must be matched by their own willingness to give up rights for their brethren.  The Spirit 
who will one day knit us into a united community that is truly loving and serving is here now
to enable in part this type of activity.  The fruit of the Spirit is an inbreaking of the kingdom 
and it should be evident in the way we love and serve one another and deny our own rights 
to accommodate another.  

These are Paul’s reasons for not being a stumbling block, the nature of the kingdom forces 
us to prioritise righteousness, peace and joy not personal rights, and we live our lives not to 
please ourselves but to please God and before a watching world.  So Paul ends with an 
exhortation, v19, ‘So then let us pursue what makes for peace and for mutual upbuilding.’  
In an age where people are pursuing their rights and forcing others to agree with their 
worldviews let us be those who act like Christ who deny themselves to genuinely build up 
and benefit the other person.  Our peace is more important than any one of our individual 
liberties, let us remember this as we serve Christ by serving one another.                          

    


