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On the 21st of October 2021 Jacinda Ardern announced that NZ will be moving away from 
the Alert Level system to the Traffic Light system.  Some of the stated goals by the 

government are to update the countries response in light of a majority vaccinated 
population, and to limit lockdown situations to relevant areas and not make them country 
wide.  Our message today is not going to focus on the political, medical or economic logic 

behind these choices but to focus on how the governments coming imposition will impact 
our ability to meet as a church.  As it stands the traffic light system has a double standard, 
one for the vaccinated and one for the unvaccinated.  At green there are no number limits 
on those churches that will demand vaccination certificates for access; but churches that do 

not ask whether you are vaccinated or not will be limited to 100 people, or the maximum 
that your building can hold with a 1m distance in-between.  At orange, there will be no 
limits on those who require vaccination certificates for entrance; but churches who do not 

ask for certification, they will only be allowed 50 people at 1m distance in-between.  At red, 
the vaccinated can enjoy 100 people in church 1m apart, but the unvaccinated will be 
limited to 10.  What this will mean for a church of our size is that we would with some 

careful planning be able to have our regular services during green, we would have to run 
two morning services in amber, and we would have to divide the church up into smaller 
groups to meet in each other’s homes in red.  Larger churches will be very hard pressed 

under these restrictions.   
 
At present I am involved in a court case seeking a judicial review against the governments 

restrictions of religious meetings in light the countries own laws related to religious 
freedoms through the new group Free to be Church.  That court case is addressing the 
larger question of can the government dictate our ability and the nature of our meeting?  

That is a bigger question with important biblical reasons for why we should insist that the 
church must meet.  Our basic functions as a church depend on our ability to meet, it is only 
in our assembling that we are the gathered people of God and can fulfil some of our most 

basic functions.  We should be allowed to meet and fulfil these basic functions, while doing 
them responsibly in light of Covid.  But that is not the question we want to address from the 
Bible today.  The question we want to face is this one: Can we submit to the governments 

coming laws and only let vaccinated people into our church to hear the gospel and for 
worship?  The answer must be, No! We cannot submit to this law, we will not close our 
doors to the unvaccinated.  Does this mean that we will engage in civil disobedience?  No, 

we are presently in a court case and will seek to exhaust our legal options.  Christians are 
people who accept the gift of government as from God’s hand; we are to be the best of 
citizens who emulate good citizenship, not only in deed but in attitude, giving honour to 

whom honour is due.  We even have instruction on how to submit to bad governments.  
Civil disobedience is a last resort when to submit to the government is to sin against God.  
For now we are viewing the traffic light system as a temporary providential hindrance, civil 
disobedience will only become an option when it is clear that there is no indication of 

change on the part of the government, and we must disobey in order to be faithful to God. 
 



So what are the biblical principles that we look to at a time like this?  We want to know what 
God has given as an authority to determine what should bind the consciences of Christians 

and be the laws by which they meet.  So we will be examining what the Bible teaches about 
conscience and who is the Lord of the conscience and what we are obliged to obey when it 
comes to meeting as God’s people.  Secondly, we want to discover if there are any principles 

for how we can be together even if we are divided over political or medical opinions.  I think 
a very helpful portion of scripture is Romans 14:1-15:13.   
 

The book of Romans divides into two parts, chapters 1-11 deals with the doctrine of our 
salvation and 12-16 deal with the life of the saved.  Paul deals with a number of ethical 
matters in the second portion but none get as much attention as the divide between Jews 

and Gentiles over matters of conscience.  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.  
The issues in the Roman church were these.  There were Jews in the congregation who still 
lived by certain OT laws, even though Christ had fulfilled these and the ceremonial laws 
were done away with.  There were Jews who were following Daniel’s example in not eating 

and drinking anything that was tainted by, or even thought to be tainted by idolatry.  The 
Jews practiced not eating meat as a principle, just in case tainted meat was eaten, they 
erred on the side of safety.  These Paul calls weak in faith, 14:1.  They are believers, they 

are living by their principles probably living lives of greater discipline than others in the 
church, but they believe that some of God’s laws still apply and they think they are doing 
God’s will.  Then there were the Gentiles who had been saved out of idolatry, they were not 

burdened with the baggage of OT law and were set free from such scruples.  These Paul 
calls the strong, 15:1.  Add to this the common racial tension of the day where Jews were 
generally seen by the Gentiles as backwater hicks who were a thorn in the side of civil peace 

and unity; and the Gentiles were viewed by the Jews as unclean and second class citizens 
because they were not of Abraham’s blood.  Add to this the difficulty they would have in any 
public meal where they would have to share food with the uncircumcised and watch the 

Gentiles eat foods they taught their kids not to eat.  In this situation we learn from 14:3, 
that certain sinful attitudes are prevailing, ‘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 strong despise the weak, and the weak are judging the strong.  V1 
reveals that this is leading to quarreling, ‘As for the one who is weak in faith, welcome him, 
but not to quarrel over opinions.’  Now there is something we must guard against here.  We 

must not read ourselves into the text and decide who the strong and weak are in our case 
and exchange our issues for Paul’s.  This would be unfair to the text as Paul may have 
responded very differently faced with our situation.  It is not my goal to pass judgement on 

the matters we are wrestling with but to highlight the principles we need to apply when we 
can’t agree.     
 

Like Paul we face a situation full of conflict and division.  On the one side we have those 
who are vaccinated, they are ok with the science behind the vaccine, they may think it is a 
good idea to get it to protect themselves and others, they may even be going along with the 

government’s present publicity campaign that getting it is the loving thing to do, and go on 
social media to let their disappointment be made known accusing the other side of 
lovelessness.  On the other side is the unvaccinated, they are concerned about the 
governments breach of privacy laws and imposition of health choices on a free people; they 

are convinced that vaccines are not safe, either Pfizer or all of them; they think that people 
who get vaccinated are irresponsible, gullible, and enabling a tyrannical government.  Can 
you feel the tension?  What is the loving thing to do, do we stand up to a government which 



is taking away peoples freedom for the sake of a vulnerable minority, as they are influenced 
by critical theory; or do we lovingly serve the weak and vulnerable by giving up our rights?  

Who should get the say in how the church and her ability to meet is used; who gets to 
coopt the church for their particular agenda?  No one, the church is God’s church and He 
will tell us how to meet.  The question we should be asking is: how does the sufficient word 

of God equip us to meet this cultural moment?  The Bible’s teaching around how the 
conscience should be informed, and how the gospel creates the church will show us the 
clear path to walk on.   

 
Liberty of conscience and medical mandates 
 

V1, ‘As for the one who is weak in faith, welcome him, but not to quarrel over opinions.’  
This opening verse has a lot of subtext to it.  Paul is speaking to a matter which to his mind 
is very clear, certain OT laws are fulfilled and no longer apply.  This issue is clearer than the 

medical questions we are faced with today.  Yet Paul does not divide the church in two, he 
does not allow anyone’s conviction to overrule another, he insists that each welcome the 
other, and view each other in the faith, that they refuse to quarrel, and he calls the various 
points of view in the discussion, ‘opinions’, putting them in their proper light and highlighting 

what sort of authority they should be seen as having.   
 
The particular slant of Romans 14 sees Paul calling upon the strong to do a lot, they are 

called to accept the weak in faith, v1, not despise, v3; not create a stumbling block, v13; 
not to cause someone to violate their own consciences, v20; and to bear with the failings of 
the weak, 15:1.  In this context, the Jews had been kicked out of Rome due to riots, the 

Gentile church had gone on and established itself in a Gentile identity without Jewish 
scruples and questions for a period of time.  However, the Jews have begun returning to 
Rome and to the Roman church and this has caused certain tensions and questions to 

resurface.  Several parts of the epistle to the Romans show us the various issues this church 
was tempted with dividing over.  Paul does not merely set the matter straight and rebuke 
those who are in error, he demonstrates that the body of Christ and its unity must be 

protected, that there is a way to be right in a wrong way, that we are to be accepting of our 
brother in Christ because God has accepted us, and divisions cannot be tolerated.   
 

But the sin is not all on one side of the issue, the weak are tempted to quarrel, they are 
tempted to judge the Gentiles as still unclean and unsaved, accusing them of behavior not 
fitting of Christians.  Paul has an opinion of who is right and who is wrong, we can see this 

by the designation ‘weak’ and ‘strong’.  Paul urges those of weak conscience to do their 
homework and to be convinced, v5; even highlighting the fact that we can make sin out of 
nothing, v23.  But instead of saying, so-and-so is correct and making sure the other side 

keeps the rules, Paul outlines principles that allow those who differ to be together in unity 
and to serve one another in love for the purpose of glorifying God, 15:6-7. 
 

One of the key principles which is helpful to us from this section is the matter of conscience 
and sin.  In our midst we have those who think it is loving to get vaccinated and do so to 
the glory of God; and there are others who feel it would be unloving to expose their unborn 

baby to a vaccine they are not convinced is safe; or their children; or themselves, and do 
this as obedience to God.  The thing that this section gives us freedom to do, is for each one 
of us to stand before God, and to make the best decision that we know how to make.  And 
these verses insist that as brothers and sisters we protect the right of one another to be 

where we are at in our thinking, to not exclude each other from the church until we agree, 
and allow each one to honour the Lord the best way they know how without judging each 
other’s worship.  Several verses in this section highlight these truths. 



 
Look at v4-5, ‘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.  
5 One person esteems one day as better than another, while another esteems all days alike. 
Each one should be fully convinced in his own mind.’  In the case of church discipline we 

would be called upon to render judgement on someone’s confession, but in these instances 
where there is no clear biblical command, we cannot judge one another.  We cannot judge a 
brother because we are not the judge and God has ruled in their favour by justifying them.  

Paul highlights how they are God’s servants and you are taking liberties and placing yourself 
in God’s place as you require them to agree with you and render their obedience to your 
satisfaction and not God’s.  We have to entrust them to the Lord and not be interfering in 

their service to the Lord, we are not to be meddlers.  I am not against Christians having 
frank conversations and sharing opinions, we are not to fear searching for truth.  But this 
must never be at the expense of our unity.  Paul is against those who take up a personal 

crusade to get everyone to agree with them and take personal responsibility for everyone’s 
salvation and holiness thinking that if they don’t speak all is lost.   
 
Please notice that Paul is not irresponsible, he urges each person to be fully convinced in 

their own minds.  Paul is not a Post-Modern who believes that each person has their own 
truth.  No, he is encouraging each one to take responsibility to make the best decision they 
can best on their best knowledge to the glory of God.  In our present situation this would 

mean that each one of us get the best medical advice we can and make the best decision 
we can.  I cannot give you medical advice it is not my calling, nor am I competent to do so.  
We should all be aware of confirmation bias, of living in an echo chamber of our own beliefs, 

of only listening to one side of the story that we have already decided is true though we 
have not honestly researched the matter and sought out professional opinion to the best of 
our ability on both sides of the issue.  As a pastor one of my jobs to call on each one of us 

to stand before our Lord and render an informed obedience. 
 
There are many things that we could say about the Government’s action in mandating the 

vaccine and placing pressure on all sectors of society to get it.  My biggest issue with our 
government is in this area of freedom to make an informed choice to the glory of God.  We 
have to be convinced in our own minds that what we are doing is right or we sin against our 

consciences, and even though our actions may be correct, we can sin by them.  Paul states 
this in v23, ‘But whoever has doubts is condemned if he eats, because the eating is not from 
faith. For whatever does not proceed from faith is sin.’  Let me expand on why this matter is 

so big.  As a pastor I am in a position to call the people of God to obey the will of God.  My 
role is not to preach my own opinions but God’s word.  I dare not intrude myself into your 
life demanding that you obey me while in your heart your feel you are disobeying God.  I 

would be usurping God’s place in your heart, and claiming Christ’s place as Lord of the 
conscience.  It is a sin most terrible to force a person to act against conscience, to 
manipulate their actions to suit you when in their hearts you are making them go against 

their core beliefs.  To apply financial pressures, to hold people’s jobs over them, to turn a 
country into segregated groups and enabling people to enforce these acts is wicked and 
they will have to give an account.   

 
I appreciate that there is a secular doctrine of liberty and freedom that is out there and is 
being used as an argument against vaccine mandates.  What we all need to remember is 
that any civil liberty or freedom is based off of a more fundamental biblical provision for our 

worship to be given freely.  Freedom is not something given to us to do what we like but 
something given to us by God for free obedience and worship to Him.  The principle I am 
articulating here is not ‘my body my choice.’  It is this one: unless you allow me to offer my 



obedience to God freely and to do what I believe is right, then woe to those who cause one 
of God’s little ones to stumble it is better that a millstone were tied around their necks and 

they were thrown into the sea.  Now in light of that discussion let me put a question to you. 
 
Do you think it would be right for me as a pastor to command every person in the 

congregation to be vaccinated?  Unless it is a command found in scripture I would be a 
legalistic Pharisee for doing so.  This is one of those issues where Christians will differ and 
are allowed to differ, and should have the freedom to differ with one another without 

division.  Some will think it is loving to get it, others will not.  What is clear is that there is 
no mandate to get the vaccine in the Bible, and to force anyone to do is sin.  In fact Paul 
goes further, he tells us to welcome each other despite these differences, to serve each 

other and consider each other despite these differences.  So what should each one of us be 
thinking about vaccine mandates moving forward?  We should recognize that the Bible 
carves out space for Christians who differ to be together, and we cannot divide against each 

other over differences in conscience.  Where there is no clear biblical command to judge if 
someone is in sin, we must accept each other in unity despite our differences.  
 
The gospel and the unity of the church   

 
So next question: Can we forbid anyone who is not vaccinated from coming to church?  Let 
me expand that into two questions.  Can we stop people who want to hear the gospel from 

coming to church, vaccinated or not?  And, can we stop those who are not vaccinated from 
coming to church, who are Christians, members, or long time adherents?  The portion 
before us outlines how we are to receive each other as believers.  Look at 15:1-3, ‘We who 

are strong have an obligation to bear with the failings of the weak, and not to please 
ourselves. 2 Let each of us please his neighbor for his good, to build him up. 3 For Christ did 
not please himself, but as it is written, “The reproaches of those who reproached you fell on 

me.”  15:7, ‘Therefore welcome one another as Christ has welcomed you, for the glory of 
God.’  Twice in these verses we are pointed to the gospel and the example of Christ towards 
us as a model for how we are to treat each other at a time like this.  We are to imitate 

Christ at a time like this, we are to imitate Him in His selflessness and we are to imitate Him 
in His welcome.   
 

In these verses Paul calls upon the mature, to act in a mature fashion in three ways.  Firstly, 
they are to bear with the failings of the weak.  In fact he says we have an obligation to do 
so.  What does it mean to bear with the failings of the weak?  If you are mature and know 

you are I the right and your well-meaning immature brother or sister is being stupid but 
think they are doing the right thing, bear with their failings.  It is the responsibility of the 
mature to be the parents and do parent like duties.  Babies and toddlers make a mess, they 

make lots of noise, they are high maintenance, need constant vigilance and can be totally 
exhausting.  If you are a parent and your child has a dirty nappy, what do you do?  Do you 
beat them, ignore them?  No, you patiently and gently change and clean them.  If you are 

potty training them you keep calm and gently repeat the instructions.  Mature parents don’t 
lose their cool, have unrealistic expectations and force the issue causing pain and 
discomfort.  In the same way the strong are spiritual mothers and fathers in the church.   

Secondly, Pauls says the mature must not please themselves v1.  Immaturity is marked by 
self-serving isn’t it.  A child is demanding and feels hard done by when whims are not 
satisfied.  A sense of entitlement is from ignorance and childishness.  Immaturity and self-
centredness go hand in hand, likewise selflessness and maturity as well.  Thirdly, we are to 

live to please our neighbour and for their edification.  This is how Christ lived for us, how He 
died for us, and now welcomes us into the church.  Vaxxed or unvaxxed this is how we must 
live.   



In 41:1 and 15:7 Paul says we are to imitate Christ’s welcome.  ‘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.  To stop someone from coming into church is impossible in light of this command.   
 

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.  So let me ask you again: can we stop Christians from 
coming to church if they are not vaccinated?  Of course not! 
 

Friends there is so much more that we can say on these matters but the basic principles are 
clear.  We obey God not man, God has not commanded us to meet on the basis of medical 
certificates but on the basis of the gospel.  There are many other arguments that we could 

rally to make this point, but we have made it sufficiently from Romans 14-15.  As we move 
forward as a church, no matter what position you hold individually, please understand that 
we are bound by what the Bible teaches as our basis for meeting, not the governments 

pragmatism.  If you are still concerned about our approach moving forward please come 
and speak to your elders.  We want each one to feel convinced from the word of God that 
we must welcome all as Christ does.   

      
               
 

 
 
                             


