Black, White, & Shades of Grey #10

“Exercising Our Ethics”

Romans 14:1-23

Over the past several weeks we have been considering choices we face in our daily lives under the title, “Black, White, and Shades of Grey.” These decisions on what we do or don’t do have everything to do with matters of right and wrong, good and bad (a subject known as “ethics”). Some issues are rather straight forward and simple; God tells us in His Word either to do them or to not do them. But not every possible situation appears in the pages of Scripture, so how do we then determine right and wrong?


And so we examined a number of biblical principles that can assist us in making these ethical determinations. We looked at the three pillars of ethics: law, liberty, and love, and saw how these help us keep our ethical balance in those “shades of grey.” Perhaps it surprised you to discover that, as God’s children, we have tremendous liberty. Simply put, if God has not forbidden a practice (that would be law), Christians are free to enjoy it (that would be liberty) unless it results in offending others (that would be love).


So how does all this work? We’ve considered the principles…how do we put them into practice? That is what I want to consider this morning as we wrap up this series of messages under the theme, “Exercising Our Ethics.”


Throughout this series we have crisscrossed the Bible, but today I want to camp out in one text. Turn with me to the fourteenth chapter of Paul’s letter to the Romans. Chuck Swindoll calls Romans 14, “one of those great chapters of the Scriptures,” and yet many Christians and churches have never heard the important truths taught in these twenty-three verses.  I might add that Romans 14 is one of those important chapters of the Scriptures as well, for it deals with how Christians with different convictions and conclusions about “grey areas” get along. John Stott speaks of “Paul’s remarkable blend of theology and ethics” in this chapter.


Certainly you’ve heard of the ugly results of Christians who cannot see eye-to-eye on such matters. (Maybe you’ve been an unfortunate eyewitness or even a victim of such an episode.) Churches split, friendships sever, ministries end, and the cause of Christ becomes the laughingstock to the unbelieving world. Over what? Such weighty issues as the color of carpeting in the church, whether or not to put cabinets in the church kitchen, using traditional hymns or contemporary choruses in worship, what Bible translation to use…the list goes on and on. Their motto goes something like this:

Believe as I believe, no more, no less;

That I am right, and no one else, confess;

Feel as I feel, think only as I think;

Eat what I eat and drink but what I drink;

Look as I look, do always as I do;

Then, and only then, will I fellowship with you.


I have news for you: It doesn’t have to be this way! In fact, it shouldn’t be this way! There is no doubt about the importance which God’s Word places on the unity of his people. David wrote in Psalm 133:
How good and pleasant it is when brothers live together in unity! It is like precious oil poured on the head, running down on the beard, running down on Aaron’s beard, down upon the collar of his robes. It is as if the dew of Hermon were falling on Mount Zion. For there the Lord bestows his blessing, even life forevermore.

Jesus, in John 17:20-21, prayed for unity not only for his disciples, but for us:

“My prayer is not for them alone. I pray also for those who will believe in me through their message, that all of them may be one, Father, just as you are in me and I am in you. May they also be in us so that the world may believe that you have sent me.”
The spread of the gospel of Christ is bound up for better or for worse with the degree of unity we display to the world. Our Christian unity is of the utmost importance.

Part of our problem, though, is that we have a mistaken idea of what Christian unity is all about. Like the facetious motto above, many Christians think that unity in the Church means that we all walk alike, talk alike, think alike, dress alike, worship alike, and enjoy the same activities. But this is not so. Leon Morris sums it up well:

The church was never meant to be a cozy club of like-minded people of one race or social position or intellectual calibre. Christians are not clones, identical in all respects. One of the difficulties the church has always faced is that included in its membership are the rich and the poor, the powerful and the powerless, those from every stratum of society, the old and the young, adults and children, the conservatives and the radicals. People from a great number of nations are Christians, and people of every temperament. This is a wonderful thing about the church, and most of us have thrilled at some time at the contemplation of the rich variety in our brothers and sisters in Christ. But this very variety puts strains on us all. How are we to coexist within one church? Other groupings in the societies we know are more limited in their membership. This takes away from the richness they might otherwise know, but it makes it easier for them to get along with one another. There are bound to be tensions in the Christian society, and this part of Romans shows that those tensions have been there from the first. It is easier to put our trust in Christ for salvation than to solve the hard problems that confront us when we try to live out the implications of our faith in a society that is not Christian. Paul gives us advice as to how we are to live with others who love the Lord but who do not see what we are doing as the ideal way of living out the Christian faith.

We Must Be Convinced


This brings us to Romans 14. Paul begins in verse 1, “Accept him whose faith is weak, without passing judgment on disputable matters.” I like how The Message paraphrases it: “Welcome with open arms fellow believers who don’t see things the way you do.”

“Disputable matters” are subjects that God has not pronounced right or wrong. They are areas about which Paul writes in 1 Corinthians 8:8 “we are no worse if we do not, and no better if we do.”   But we cannot take Paul’s conclusion to cover any and all actions. That is, we cannot say that believers may engage in anything they wish as long as they hold the personal opinion that it is acceptable. Sin is never permissible for a Christian.
 We are talking about grey areas.


Two such issues in Paul’s day were eating meat sacrificed to idols and the observance of holy days. These might seem silly to us, but every generation has their own list of hot-button topics. A previous generation wrestled with going to movie theaters or playing cards. Another struggled with dancing or tattoos. Today Christians are faced with ethical choices regarding entertainment, the moderate use of alcohol, and the like.

The first step in exercising our ethics is found in verse five: “Each one should be fully convinced in his own mind.” Paul states that we must first be convinced. Let every man see to it that he is really doing what he does for the Lord’s sake, and not merely on the basis of some prejudice or whim.

You see, to go along with what others do simply because they do it and without being convinced for oneself can be a dangerous practice. Specifically the weak brother can hurt his conscience by following the strong brother’s practice without holding the strong brother’s convictions.﻿
 God wants us to learn how to live by faith, and that means He doesn’t give us a thick rulebook that answers all our questions. He wants us to develop personal convictions based on our ongoing relationship with Him.
 
We should not do things simply because other people do them; we should not do them because we are governed by a system of semi-superstitious taboos; we should do them because we have thought them through and reached the conviction that they are the right things to do.


I find this especially true of children who have been raised in the church and have always been told what was right or wrong. If they dare ask why something is right or wrong, the answer usually sounds like, “Because I said so!” With young children I can understand that; children need to be taught to obey authority, and there is not always time to fully explain every reason. But at some point they need to know why something is acceptable or unacceptable. They need to not only know what they believe but why they believe it. The day will come when they will move out on their own, and they will begin making those determinations themselves. We need to equip them with the necessary tools and techniques to make good ethical choices.


So, how do we become convinced in our own minds whether an activity is right or wrong? Let’s briefly review the principles of ethics we have considered over the past several weeks:

· The principle of explicity: Does the Bible explicitly command for forbid this practice. If so, the matter is either black or white—there is no further discussion needed.

· The principle of exaltation: If I engage in this activity, will it reflect well on God to others, or will it give God a bad name? If it is the latter, we should avoid it.

· The principle of evangelism: If I do this, will unbelievers who see me be more inclined or less inclined to follow Christ?

· The principle of example: Will I lead my Christian brothers and sisters who look up to me astray if I do this?

· The principle of enslavement: Can this activity lead me into an addiction that will control me? 

· The principle of excellence: Will this action keep me from doing what is best for the Lord?


Now, no one can answer these questions for us. Each one of us must prayerfully and thoughtfully work through these issues until we come to a conviction in our own minds. Remember that Christ has set us free, so if the proposed action passes these tests, it is allowable for the Christian to enjoy. First we must be convinced in our own minds.

We Must Be Consistent


Secondly, we must be consistent. Once we have come to our thought-out convictions, we must be consistent in how we act. Paul introduces this concept in verse 14, “As one who is in the Lord Jesus, I am fully convinced that no food is unclean in itself. But if anyone regards something as unclean, then for him it is unclean.” Paul reveals his own conviction in the matter of meat sacrificed to idols: “no food is unclean in itself.” He had no qualms about eating whatever was placed in front of him. But he also validated the conviction of the weaker brother who thought the same action was not right.


He goes on to add in verses 22-23, 

So whatever you believe about these things keep between yourself and God. Blessed is the man who does not condemn himself by what he approves. But the man who has doubts is condemned if he eats, because his eating is not from faith; and everything that does not come from faith is sin.


God has given each person a conscience—that little voice inside us that whispers in our ear when we’ve done something we know we shouldn’t have done. I’m not saying that human conscience is perfectly accurate all the time; there are such things as a warped conscience, a seared conscience, and even an evil conscience. For the Christian, though, the conscience is an important tool used by the Holy Spirit to keep us on the right track.


“But Paul,” we might argue, “you just said that all food is acceptable to eat. Why not try to change the weaker brother’s mind?” That is a dangerous practice, for we are now dealing with a person’s conscience. No one should ever do anything that he thinks is wrong, however misguided he may be. This is not because of anything inherent in the thing itself; Paul has already made that plain. No, it is because of his conscience.
 John MacArthur writes on this subject,
In matters that are not specifically commanded or forbidden in Scripture, it is always wrong to go against conscience, because our conscience represents what we actually believe to be right. To go against our conscience, therefore, is to do that which we believe is wrong. And although an act or practice in itself may not be sinful, it is treated as sinful for those who are convinced in their own minds that it is wrong, and produces guilt.
It is also sinful, however, to try to impose our personal convictions on others, because, in doing so, we are tempting them to go against their own consciences. Paul is therefore giving a twofold command: Do not compromise your own conscience in order to conform to the conscience of another believer and do not attempt to lead another believer to compromise his conscience to conform to yours.


Whenever we go against our conscience (or cause another person to go against theirs), the conscience becomes weaker. If we continue to go against it, we will eventually ignore it altogether. And that is a dangerous place to be. We must be consistent within our convictions for the sake of our conscience.

We Must Be Considerate


Finally, we must be considerate when it comes to grey areas. All believers should have due regard for other believers whose view is different. Much more important than a particular view of food are things like consideration for other people, righteousness, peace, and joy. For Christians, love is the standard and love is the motive.
﻿ 

While it is essential that we be convinced and be consistent, Paul spends most of his attention in Romans 14 (and 15 as well, for that matter) on the subject of being considerate of the brother who holds a different conviction on a grey area. Consider these verses:

· Verse 3: The man who eats everything must not look down on him who does not, and the man who does not eat everything must not condemn the man who does, for God has accepted him.
· Verses 9-10: For this very reason, Christ died and returned to life so that he might be the Lord of both the dead and the living. You, then, why do you judge your brother? Or why do you look down on your brother? For we will all stand before God’s judgment seat.
· Verses 13-18: Therefore let us stop passing judgment on one another. Instead, make up your mind not to put any stumbling block or obstacle in your brother’s way. As one who is in the Lord Jesus, I am fully convinced that no food is unclean in itself. But if anyone regards something as unclean, then for him it is unclean. If your brother is distressed because of what you eat, you are no longer acting in love. Do not by your eating destroy your brother for whom Christ died. Do not allow what you consider good to be spoken of as evil. For the kingdom of God is not a matter of eating and drinking, but of righteousness, peace and joy in the Holy Spirit, because anyone who serves Christ in this way is pleasing to God and approved by men. 
· Verses 19-21: Let us therefore make every effort to do what leads to peace and to mutual edification. Do not destroy the work of God for the sake of food. All food is clean, but it is wrong for a man to eat anything that causes someone else to stumble. It is better not to eat meat or drink wine or to do anything else that will cause your brother to fall.
Paul brings us back to what is most important. In the kingdom of God, love is more important than liberty; relationships are more important than observing regulations.
  Remember the two greatest commandments? Love God and love one another. Love sums up the law and love fulfills the law. Love is the only thing that can trump liberty in the Christian life.

Galatians 5:13, which Swindoll calls “the key verse on Christian liberty in all the New Testament,” states, “You, my brothers, were called to be free. But do not use your freedom to indulge the sinful nature; rather, serve one another in love.” A selfish insistence on one’s liberty is an act of immaturity.  A wise expression of one’s liberty—limited on certain occasions when necessary—is an act of wisdom and maturity.


So when it comes to exercising our ethics, let’s remember these three steps from Romans 14. 

· We must be convinced in our own minds of what is right and wrong.

· We must be consistent in our actions to reflect our convictions and follow our conscience.

· We must be considerate of others and allow them their God-given freedom to follow their own convictions.

To set up man-made restrictions on the basis of personal opinions (or even convictions) is to go beyond the Word of God. Because God has received us, we must receive one another. We must not argue over these matters, nor must we judge or despise one another. Perhaps St. Augustine put the matter best: “In essentials, unity; in nonessentials, liberty; in all things, charity.”
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