05/29/11  Sermon:

“Loving Others in Matters of Adiaphora”

( Romans 14:1-23 )

     ************************************************************

     Today I continue my sermon series on the Book of Romans, and the text for today’s sermon is Romans chapter 14.  In this chapter Paul shows us Christians how we should love one another in matters of adiaphora.  I know what most of you are thinking:  “What in the world does pastor mean by that word adiaphora?”
     Good question.  Simply put, that word “adiaphora” comes from the Greek language, and it is a technical term used by theologians to refer to matters of indifference.  In other words, “adiaphora” refers to things that are neither commanded nor forbidden by God – and so we are free to NOT do them or to DO them with a clean conscience.

     For example, God does not command Christians to live in North Dakota nor does He forbid Christians to live in North Dakota.  We are free to choose!  

     God does not command us to drive a Ford nor does He forbid us to drive a Ford.  We are free to choose!  

     God does not command us to eat pork nor does He forbid us to eat pork.  We are free to choose!

     God does not command us to drink beer nor does He forbid us to drink beer.  We are free to choose – as long as we don’t drink too much and become intoxicated AND as long as we respect the law of our nation which says you have to be 21.
     So, when you hear someone use that fancy word “adiaphora,” you now know what it means.  Adiaphora are things that are neither commanded nor forbidden by God.  We are free to NOT do them or to DO them with a clear conscience.

     However, having said that, in some situations the Christian decision on how to respond to adiaphora is not that simple.  For example, let’s say you’re a Lutheran who knows that God does not forbid you to drink beer, and so on hot summer nights you sit in your back yard and enjoy a bottle of Budweiser 
     But let’s say your next-door neighbor, who is a fellow Christian, was taught that drinking beer is a sinful thing for a Christian to do, and when he sees you drinking beer he thinks:  “Well, if my neighbor can sin against God even though he’s a Christian, I guess I can sin against God with a clear conscience, too!”  Then your neighbor starts drinking beer even though he thinks it is sinful, and in doing so he willingly rebels against something he thinks God forbids.
     What should you do in such a case?  If you know that your behavior is leading a fellow Christian to conclude that it is alright to sin against God, then it would be best to stop drinking beer until you have a chance to explain to this person from Scripture that you were not willingly sinning against God when you were drinking beer because God does not forbid it.  

     You see, if this person thinks that drinking beer IS a sin, then for him to drink a beer WOULD be a sin because in his heart he would be drinking beer in open rebellion against God.  
     This what Paul means at the end of today’s reading when he writes:  “…everything that does not come from faith is sin.”  Therefore, if you think a particular behavior is sinful, then for you such behavior would flow from rebellious unbelief and not faith in God.
     In today’s reading Paul teaches that loving other Christians includes especially being sure that you are building up their faith in Christ and that you are doing nothing that would lead them to rebel against Christ.  

     In today’s reading Paul deals with a real life problem in this area that was taking place in the Church of Rome – except in their case the issue was not over drinking beer but over eating certain kinds of meats.  

     You see, some Christians in Rome thought it was sinful to eat certain kinds of meat, like pork.  Why did they think this way?  Well, if you read the Old Testament you will find that there was a time in history when God forbid his people to eat certain kinds of meat, like pork.  Please understand!  This command was NOT given to ALL people of ALL times and places.  Instead, this command was given ONLY to God’s Old Testament people, Israel.

     But why did God forbid Old Testament Israel to eat certain meats?  Simply put, this was one of the ways God made Israel stand out as a unique nation in the world.  What was God’s reason for doing this?  He wanted the eyes of the world to be on His people Israel because He had given Israel His Word which pointed ahead to the Savior of all people who would come into the world through the nation of Israel.

     However, once God’s Son came into this world and finished His work, the purpose of Israel as a unique nation ceased to exist.  Therefore, after Jesus finished his work, God no longer forbid the Jews to eat certain meats.  After Jesus finished His work, Jews were free to eat any meat they wanted with a clear conscience.

     With that understood, there were some Christian Jews in Paul’s day who did NOT understand this.  Some Jews who believed in Jesus wrongly thought that God still forbade them to eat certain meats.  So, in their minds, eating pork WOULD be a sin against God!
     On the other hand, there were other Christians in Rome who understood that God no longer forbid certain meats, and so they joyfully ate all kinds of meat with a clear conscience.  

     Sadly, though, they were not acting in love.  Why?  The reason is that they were giving the Jewish Christians - who believed it WAS a sin to eat certain meats! – they were giving these Jewish Christians  the impression that it was o.k. to rebel against God, and thereby damaging the faith of their brothers.
     So, in today’s reading, Paul tells the Christians who know God allows them to eat all kinds of meats to willingly refrain from eating certain meats if eating such meats would lead other Christians to sin by eating meats they think God forbids us to eat.  

     Therefore, the goal would be that the Christians who know they can eat all kinds of meat will refrain from eating certain meats until they can eventually teach the Jewish Christians that God permits us to eat ALL kinds of meat with a clear conscience.
     My friends, whether we’re talking about eating certain meats or drinking beer or any other kind of adiaphora – the point is that God wants us to think about how our behavior affects those around us.  

     In other words, Christ’s love for us moves us to consider the needs of our fellow Christians – especially their SPIRITUAL needs.  We would never want to do anything that would lead fellow Christians to think it is o.k. to sin against God.  That’s why Paul writes these words:  “…if anyone regards something as unclean, then for him it is unclean … Do not by your eating destroy your brother for whom Christ died.”  

     With that understood, there are two other things we can learn from today’s reading.
     First, what should be our response if a fellow Christian condemns us for doing something that we know God allows us to do?  

In other words, what if our behavior is NOT resulting in another Christian thinking it’s o.k. to sin against God?  What if, instead, a fellow Christian condemns us for something that God does NOT condemn?  

     In such a case, Paul writes these words:  “…the man who does not eat everything must not condemn the man who does … Do not allow what you consider good to be spoken of as evil.”  Simply put, we should not allow a fellow Christian to condemn us for something we know God does NOT condemn.
     Let me use the beer example for this.  Let’s say you’re drinking a beer in your back yard one summer evening.  Your Christian neighbor walks over to you and says:  “I love Jesus, and that’s why I don’t drink beer.  But you are sinning against Jesus by drinking that beer.  You need to repent!”

      What should you do in that case?  In that case you should say:  “I appreciate your concern, but I’m NOT sinning against Jesus.  I know it’s wrong to sin.  I’m drinking beer because God does not condemn it.  In fact, Scripture teaches that drinking beer or wine in moderation is perfectly acceptable.”  In this case you would be correcting your fellow Christian and helping him avoid becoming a self-righteous Pharisee.
     So, on the one hand, if your behavior is leading another Christian to think that it’s o.k. to sin, then it would be best for you to cease your behavior – even though God permits it – until you have a chance to explain to your brother what Scripture actually teaches about the issue.

     But on the other hand, if a fellow Christian is condemning you for a behavior that God permits, then you should keep on doing the permitted behavior and show your fellow Christian where he is wrong.

     Finally, there’s one other thing I need to address – and that is a popular misinterpretation of today’s reading.  For example, some Christians who wrongly want to justify or affirm such things as abortion, sex before marriage or homosexuality – they will quote these words of Paul from today’s reading:  “Who are you to judge…? … Each one should be fully convinced in his own mind … let us stop passing judgment on one another … Do not allow what you consider good to be spoken of as evil…”
     Sadly, some Christians in liberal denominations have taken these words of Paul out of context and suggest that they teach that we should not rebuke people for their sin as long as they think that their behavior is right because then God does not condemn them.  But this is NOT what Paul is teaching at all!

     Remember, Romans chapter 14 is dealing with matters of adiaphora – things that are neither commanded nor forbidden by God.  In contrast, Paul would NEVER want us overlook or affirm a fellow Christian’s behavior if that behavior is clearly condemned as sin by God’s Word.

     Therefore, we can’t use Romans chapter 14 to suggest that Christians should not confront each other about sin as long as fellow Christians think their behavior is o.k.  This is a total distortion of what Scripture teaches!  All you have to do is read Romans chapter 1 and you will see that Paul condemns people for various behaviors that ARE clearly condemned by God’s Word.

     In fact, one way we Christians love another is when we hold each other accountable and correct each other when we are involved in sinful behavior.  For example, in Galatians chapter 6 Paul writes:  “Brothers, if someone is caught in a sin, you who are spiritual should restore him gently.”  Also, at the end of the Book of James we read:  “My brothers, if one of you should wander from the truth and someone should bring him back, remember this:  Whoever turns a sinner from the error of his way will save him from death and cover over a multitude of sins.”
     In closing, the whole point of today’s reading is that Christ’s love for us moves us to love one another – and loving one another includes these 3 things:  1)  Refraining from certain behavior – even though God allows it! – if that behavior is leading a fellow Christian to think it’s o.k. to sin;  2)  Continuing a certain behavior that God allows if a fellow Christian wrongly condemns you for that behavior, and then using Scripture to help him to see his error;             3)  Correcting a fellow Christian in love if he or she is involved in sinful behavior by using God’s Word to show them their sin and that they can have complete forgiveness through Jesus who died for our sins.

     Now, if you’re like me, you have failed at all 3 of these.  When I look at my 48 years of life, there have been times when my behavior has been a bad example for others.  There also have been times when I have failed to correct a fellow Christian’s error or restore a fellow Christian who was caught in a sinful behavior.

     But the good news is that Jesus died for these sins, too!  We can come to God every day with all our sins – even the sins we’re clueless about – and we can know that we are completely forgiven and holy in God’s sight because Jesus lived a perfect life of love in our place and suffered for our sins on the cross.

     Dear friends in Christ, your sins are forgiven!  God loves you dearly – and His love for you in Christ will move you to love one another by being concerned about each other’s faith in Christ.

     Amen!
