ROMANS 14

By Douglas W. Hill


Romans chapter fourteen is of great importance, for it is a part of the revealed word which makes the man of God complete (2 Tim. 3:16-17).  Thus, we need to study it in order to show ourselves approved (2 Tim. 1:15).  We must read, examine, understand and apply what God's will is for us on this chapter.  Only in this way will there be any benefit for us (James 1:25).  So, open your Bible, friend.  And, if you have not done so already please read carefully that entire chapter before proceeding.

WHAT ARE "SCRUPLES"?


One word that is not used frequently in our day is the term "scruples" (v.1).  These are "doubtful disputations" or opinions over which people have doubts and differences.  In this context these opinions (see verses 5, 14, 20-23)  are repeatedly identified as things that are in the realm of authorized liberty (v.14, 20).  For this reason Paul begins by saying we are not to "make decision" or judgements concerning the opinions of others (v.1).  They are not sinful in themselves and we are to receive them.  (Compare also 1 Cor. 8:7-12 and 10:23. 28-29.)

"THE FAITH" OR "FAITH"?


Next, many translations leave out a word in verse 1 that is found in the Greek.  Before the word "faith" is the word "the."  From this, some assert that Paul here establishes the context of the whole chapter as refering to differences over "the faith."  But, before we arbitrarily consign the whole chapter to that; we need to consider how the Bible uses the words "the faith" and "faith".


First of all, "the faith" does often refer to the tangible and objective message of God, the scriptures (Jude 3, Gal. 1:23, etc.).  But, contrary to what some seem to think, this is not the only way this phrase is used.  There are some instances where "the faith" refers to the subjective belief by man (2 Tim. 1:5).  Also, Paul occasionally uses the word "faith" in two senses in the same context.  When we read Romans 1:17, we see that in the gospel the righteousness of God is revealed "from faith unto faith."  How can we know what Paul is saying when he uses the same term in two ways?  Well, as we note the context Paul sets forward a process of FROM faith UNTO faith.  "From" refers to the source or basis and "unto" refers to the result.  This process is repeatedly described and illustrated by other scriptures (Romans 10:17, John 20:31, etc.).  Hence, "from faith" (the objective, revealed word, the source) we have our "faith" (the subjective belief within us, our convictions).


Based upon these observations, Paul could very well begin Romans 14 by saying, "receive the weak in THE faith, but not for judgements upon THEIR faith" (v.1).  In other words, this person who is living within the authority of the revealed word ("the faith", v.1) has some personal convictions ("scruples", v.1; "convictions", v.5; "doubts" or personal "faith" v.23) that prohibit him from fully acting in ways which he is allowed to (v. 14).  I believe that this is exactly what Paul is saying.  This interpretation fits the immediate context (how the word "faith" is used throughout the chapter), the remote context (the usage of the term in other places) and avoids having God or Christians receive those who are in sin.

DOES "WEAK" MEAN "WRONG"?


In examing the various interpretations that some have taught on this chapter, I have found that some have assumed and read into the text certain definitions which are not accurate.  As Paul talks about one who is "weak in the faith" (v.1) some presume that this means the person is in the wrong, a sinner.  Also, they describe the strong person (v. 2) as right and correct.  Is that true?  Does the text condemn the weakness of the weak as sinful and commend the strength of the strong as righteous?  No!


Notice again that the weak one is "in the faith" (v.1).  But one who is in sin is not "in the faith" (1 Tim. 1:18-20), are they?  This "weak" person IS standing within the boundaries that God has revealed and has not sinned in this point.  As the examples that Paul uses, a Jew that has become a Christian is now authorized to eat certain meats (like pork) and work on Saturdays.  Now, the Jewish saint may (and some obviously did) refrain from both of these lawful activities due to his "faith" or personal conscience on the matter.  For, they had been taught from their youth to refrain from these and some could not in good conscience alter their practice.  So, the crux of the matter is this:  Is it a sin for one to abstain from these things?  Again, no!  One has not transgressed in any way the word of God by abstaining from these things.  Nor, for that matter, has the "strong" been declared more righteous for eating pork or working on Saturday.  Both are right in abstaining or eating meats and in refraining or working on Saturdays.

MIXXING TWO ISSUES.


In addition to this erroneous association (that "weak" means "wrong"), some also mix the conclusions of two distinct trains of thought in Romans 14.  One topic under discussion here is the right to personal opinions in areas of authorized liberty (v. 14).  In this, one may choose to eat or choose to not eat and be correct either way.  In the second train of thought, these two persons are judging each others opinions (v. 1).  In judging and "setting at nought" one another they were both wrong (v. 3-4).  It is important to keep these two trains of thought separate, for one is discussing a lawful action and the other is not.  Also, these have distinct consequences.  In the practice of eating or not eating, both are to be received.  But, could they receive those who judged other's liberties?  If, for example, the strong ran roughshod over the weak conscience of his brother, could the brethren receive him in that sinful and destructive behavior (v. 13. 15)?  No (v. 3)!  (See also 1 Cor. 8:11-12; Matt. 18:6).  And, if the weak brother judges the strong brother and places himself in the position of making a law where God has not (v. 10. 13); could he be received on those terms?  No (v. 3)!


Yet, some mix these two issues.  They begin by showing that these two were wrong in judging each other and then jump to the other train of thought and assert that God said to receive them anyway.  Again, these are two disctinct trains of reasoning with separate consequences.  To "jump tracks" like this is to bring about a doctrinal wreck.  For, this reasoning has God receiving and demading brethren to receive those who are actively in sin.  What would that imply about God except that He was not perfectly holy.  What would that, likewise, involve us in?  It would require us to have fellowship in sin.  Surely we can see that any principle with these kinds of consequences is not founded on truth.  We know that God is has no darkness at all in Him and requires us to be "walking in the light", too (1 John 1:5-6).

A LACK OF CLARITY?


Another arguement made in connection with this chapter is that it is dealing with matters not clearly revealed in the scriptures.  Some have said that all the division and dissention over certain issues (MDR, for example) prove that these were not clearly revealed in the Bible.  Is that true?  Does division prove God failed to reveal clearly?  If so, then what does division in the religious world teach about baptism?  Surely division is a result of man's ignorance and unstedfastness and not God's supposed failure to clearly reveal His Divine will (2 Pet. 3:16).  But, more on this in a moment.


Based upon the assumption that the text deals with unclear issues, some say that we must receive one another in spite of our differences in areas of "considerable moral and doctrinal import."  Now think, friend, just what that means.  It means that we can differ on doctrinal matters (pick whatever "wind of doctrine" that may blow in our lifetime - Eph. 4:14 ) and still have fellowship.  It also means that we can differ on significant moral issues and still get along.  Now, some are still shy about applying this consistently, but honesty demands that we acknowledge where this will lead.  It opens the floodgate to apostasy.  IF we can differ on doctrine and morals, why then are we separated from the Christian church?  The Baptists?  The Methodist?  And yes, EVEN the homosexual churches that are being created today?  But some will say, "Those are clearly revealed issues."  Are they?  IF division proves that God has not clearly revealed His will on marriage, divorce and remarriage (and this is where these brethren apply it), then why doesn't division prove the same thing concerning baptism, the work, worship and organization of the church, or sexual orientation?  Though some will not apply it there today, if you know anything about digression, you know that subsequent generations WILL apply it to these things.


Turn again to the text.  Is God's word unclear about the eating of meats?  Is God's revelation simply not understandable?  I quote, "I know and am persuaded in the Lord Jesus, THAT NOTHING IS UNCLEAN OF ITSELF:  save that to him who accounteth anything to be unclean, to him it is unclean" (Rom. 14:14).  Is it hard to comprehend that meats and days are clean?  No.  God's word is clear.  We can read and understand (Eph. 3:4) that all meats are clear and that we can work on any day (v. 14, 20).  And we can read and understand that the only exception is to the person who thinks it is unclean.  In other words, a Jew converted to Christ can work on Saturday UNLESS his conscience forbids him.  And, he can also eat a ham sandwhich UNLESS his conscience bothers him about it.  Now, is this difficult?  Is this unclear?  No.  Truly, we may comprehend that it is lawful or authorized by God ("clean") to eat meats and work on Saturdays unless we have a problem with our conscience ("scrupples").



Brethren, this point of a lack of clarity is just a smokescreen.  Don't buy into the lie.  The word of God is clear, if we will just sit down and read it carefully (Eph. 3:4).  For as Peter wrote, there are "hard things" (2 Pet. 3:16) to be understood.  But honesty and diligent study will resolve even these more difficult sections of scripture (2 Pet. 3:17-18).  We are, in fact, commanded to understand the will of God (Eph. 5:17).  So, has God required and commanded the impossible?  Certainly not.  If anyone knows what we are capable of it is our Creator.  As it is written, "If thou sayest, 'Behold, we knew not this'; Doth not he that weigheth the hearts consider it?  And he that keepeth thy soul, doth not he know it?  And shall not he render to every man according to his work?"  (Prov. 24:12).  Brethren, mark it well, God knows what games some of us are playing with His word.

IS ROMANS 14 ABOUT DOCTRINE?


Similar to previous points discussed, is the assertion that "Romans 14 deals with differences in doctrine."  Is this an accurate description of the chapter?  Is this what they were allowed to differ on?  Consider again Paul's clear affirmation that "nothing is unclean of itself" (v. 14).  Did Paul allow them to differ in the doctrine of whether all meats are clean or not?  Could one teach "all meats are clean" and another teach "all meats are not clean"?  No!  They were all to believe and teach the same thing.  The area of toleration and acceptance was not in the doctrine itself, but in the personal conscience of the individual.



From this chapter we learn that the weak and the strong were both to understand that these things (meats and days) were clean.  It was only when an individual's conscience prohibitted them from partaking of these authorized actions or liberties that they were told to refrain (v. 14, 23).  Paul no where says that they could now teach and believe differently regarding the doctrine ("the faith"), but did allow differences WITHIN the limits set by that revealed message.  Brethren, we today need to understand the difference between "unity in diversity" of doctrine (differing on what the revealed boundaries are) and tolerance WITHIN the authorized boundaries God has set (differing on whether we personally want to eat pork or work on Saturdays or not).  This difference between walking outside the boundaries of God's revealed will and walking within the boundaries is one that will affect our eternal destiny (2 John 9).

CONCLUSION:


There is much more that could be said (and is being said) regarding Romans chapter 14.  But the bottom line is, if the principles people come up with and the conclusions they draw result in allowing us to have fellowship with people who are still in sin; then they are teaching error and we must watch, warn and mark them (Rom. 16:17, 2 John 9-11).  Indeed, what we need today are Christians who are like the saints in Nehemiah 4:7-18.  These labored with one hand to stop the breaches in the walls of Jerusalem and with the other hand held their weapons, ready to fight off any assault by Sanballat, Tobiah,the Arabians and the Ammonites.  Dear brethren, there some today who are hindering God's work and there are breeches in the walls that need mending!  So, let each of us take up our (spiritual) weapons and get to work (Neh. 6:15-16; Eph. 4:12-16)!
