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“Agreeing to Disagree in Love”			 Study #13


or


“Christian Pharisaism?”				


(1 Corinthians 8-10, part 2; also Romans 14-15)








	Last Sunday, we began a three week exploration into the arena of Christian ethics.  While taking a bird’s-eye view of 1 Corinthians 8-10, we arrived at four truths.  Specifically, 





there are behavioral lines that should not be crossed.  Some actions are out of bounds;


there are issues that confront us which are not specifically addressed in Scripture and are matters of conscience.  These issues must be decided by each Christian on the basis of biblical principle and personal conviction;


the actions of the strong ought to be lovingly tailored to the consciences of the weak;


Christians are to do all that they do to the glory of God.





	Next week I want to develop the third and fourth ideas.  This morning, I am going to highlight the first two.





	First, we’ll demonstrate the idea - and probably not a highly debated one among most of us - that there are, in fact, moral absolutes.  Some behavior is out of bounds.  To see that, let’s move back to the passage under consideration, which would be 1 Corinthians 8-10.  We’ll review the first century Corinthian context to recall the situation that prompted Paul to address such issues as “weaker brothers” and “stumbling blocks” in the first place.





Lines That Are Not To Be Crossed





The Specific Corinthian Situation





	In 1 Corinthians 10:14, we read, 





	“Therefore, my beloved, flee from idolatry.” (1 Corinthians 10:14)





	The whole three chapter section of 1 Corinthians 8-10 was prompted by the issue of whether or not a Christian should eat meat that had been sacrificed to idols.





	Well, there was one setting in which it was absolutely disallowed.  That would be in the temple of the idol, before the image of the idol, at a sacrificial meal in honor of the idol.  Paul says that this is wrong.  It is not a matter of conscience or conviction.  It would be sinful to do this.  Black and white, cut and dried.





	Some things are like that.  Scripture lays out other actions, which, by definition, are sinful - no “ifs” “ands” or “buts” about it.





	Having sex with someone you are not married to is always sinful.


	Getting drunk (or getting high on drugs) is always sinful.


	Taking what is not rightfully yours is always sinful.


	Murdering someone is always sinful.


	Lying is always sinful.





	Nor are these the only “cut and dried” sins we could mention.  But, they do illustrate that some things are wrong, no matter what, and regardless of extenuating circumstances.





	They are not matters of conviction or conscience or preference.  On these matters we have, “Thus saith the Lord.  This is sin.”











	However, as we saw last Sunday, we are sometimes confronted in life with situations where things are not so binary, not quite so cut and dried.  The Corinthians were encountering just such a situation in the first century.  So, let’s travel back to the Corinthian meat market and get a fix on the situation Paul was addressing.





Sometimes, It Depends





The Kinds of Decisions on Which, “It Depends.....”





	Situation in Corinth





		Life in the meat market





	“[23] All things are lawful, but not all things are profitable. All things are lawful, but not all things edify.  [24] Let no one seek his own good, but that of his neighbor.  [25] Eat anything that is sold in the meat market, without asking questions for conscience’ sake;  [26] ‘FOR THE EARTH IS THE LORD’S, AND ALL IT CONTAINS.’” (1 Corinthians 10:23-26)





	The Corinthian Christian couldn’t eat meat in an idol’s temple as a part of a worship service to that idol/god.  BUT, they could feel free to buy meat from the city meat market which MAY have been offered to an idol.





	In fact, Paul urged them to do so, and to not ask fussy questions about whether this or that piece of meat had been sacrificed to an idol.  He told them, “Buy whichever cut of meat you want to with a clean conscience.”





	And what about enjoying a meal with a lost friend?  Paul gives advice on this, too.





		Eating at a friend’s house





	“[27] If one of the unbelievers invites you, and you wish to go, eat anything that is set before you, without asking questions for conscience’ sake.  [28] But if anyone should say to you, “This is meat sacrificed to idols,” do not eat it, for the sake of the one who informed you, and for conscience’ sake;  [29] I mean not your own conscience, but the other man’s” (1 Corinthians 10:27-29a)





	In other words, feel free to go and eat anything that is set before you.  Again, don’t ask if the meat that your host serves you was offered to an idol before being put on the grill.  Enjoy the meal!





	But, if, in the middle of the meal, the host informs you that the meat has in fact been offered to an idol, stop eating it.  Your host was probably trying to give you a heads-up and will likely misinterpret your eating as cooperating in idol worship if you eat it after you have been informed.  Don’t eat it based on the conscience of your lost host.





	Now, you should know that in my 18 years as pastor here at Northwest, I have yet to have anyone ask me if they should eat meat that was used in a sacrifice in a pagan temple, whether or not they should buy meat at H-E-B, or if they should eat meat at a lost friend’s house.�





	Still, we need to understand the issue Paul describes in its biblical context if we are going to make appropriate applications to our own context.  Now, it is time to ask if there are situations that parallel “meat sacrificed to idols” for us, in the year 2000?  I believe there are.





	Situations in San Antonio





	I mentioned some possible “for instances” last Sunday.  Here they are again.





Should a Christian continue in a certain denomination that teaches questionable doctrine and allows questionable practices?


Should a young person play Dungeons and Dragons?


Should a Christian ever drink alcohol?


What are the limits of dress for a Christian woman?


To what kinds of music should a Christian listen?


Should a Christian ever buy a lottery ticket?


Granted that premarital sexual union is sinful, how much physical contact should an unmarried person allow?


What about political affiliations?





	And we could add to that list.  Is it sinful for a Christian to smoke? for a man to have long hair? for a farmer to grow tobacco? to invest in mutual funds that include in their portfolio pharmaceutical companies that may do abortion research? to work on Sundays? play a windjammer/ saxophone/flute in church in addition to the obviously morally acceptable piano or organ ( :-)  )?





	How does a Christian make a decision about what to do in these situations where the Bible doesn’t give explicit instruction?  Well, he makes it on the basis of principle, or what I have referred to in the past as “spiritual expediency.”





	Two main principles emerge from our passage which will guide us in making decisions about those issues that are not addressed in the Bible.  FIRST, we are to make our decisions based on what will maximize spiritual benefit to others.





Make Your Decision Based on Principles of “Spiritual Expediency”





	Make the decision that maximizes spiritual benefits to others





	Carry a ministry mindset into each decision-making task.  It is possible that what you decide to do with regard to a certain behavior will impact a brother or a sister in Christ.





	If they are what Paul calls a “weaker brother,” they may watch you exercise a legitimate freedom to engage in a certain activity, and determine that “action X” is OK, when, in fact, they may attach different meaning to “action X” than you do.  That would be a problem....





	In the first century, a “strong” Christian knew that there was no such thing as an idol.  Because of his knowledge, he could eat meat that had been sacrificed to an idol with a clear conscience!





	A “weak” Christian, though (perhaps recently converted?), with an extremely sensitive conscience, might see the “strong” Christian eating meat that had been sacrificed to an idol, and decide to do the same.  But the weak Christian believes that he is actually engaged in worship of an idol by eating that meat.  His conscience is not clean in this.  He has “violated his conscience” - and that is a serious violation in God’s sight. (1 Corinthians 8:7, 10, 12; Romans 14)





	So, the “strong” Christian is to adopt the mindset that Paul adopted.  It is a ministry mindset that says,





	“Therefore, if food causes my brother to stumble, I will never eat meat again, that I might not cause my brother to stumble.” (1 Corinthians 8:13)





	In addition to being concerned with the effects of our actions on the one who is “weak” and might be led into sin, there is a second principle that should guide our decisions in areas where Scripture doesn’t speak clearly.  That principle?  Make your decision based on what will maximize glory to God.





	Make the decision that maximizes the glory of God





	“Whether, then, you eat or drink or whatever you do, do all to the glory of God.” (1 Corinthians 10:31)





	Use your God-given creativity to envision which action - eating meat or not eating meat, drinking or not drinking, dancing or not dancing, watching certain movies or not watching certain movies - will bring the most honor and glory to God.





	Abiding by those two principles, maximizing blessings to others and maximizing the glory of God, will stand you in good stead in the decisions that face you.  And, in fact, we will explore those two guiding principles more fully next Sunday as we work our way through 1 Corinthians 9.





	But today, there is something I want to address that is directly related to the issue of decision-making in morally debatable areas, but not directly addressed in 1 Corinthians.  It concerns how we deal with other “strong” Christians who come to different conclusions.  To speak to this issue, we’ll need to expand our biblical exploration beyond 1 Corinthians and turn to the book of Romans.





	Now, let’s say that you have listened to Paul’s arguments and agreed that it would be sin for you to ever eat a meal to an idol in an idol’s temple.  You’re not going to do that.  Nor will you ever eat meat at a friend’s house if your friend identifies it as having been sacrificed to an idol.





	But, you want to “abstain from every form/appearance of evil.” (1 Thess. 5:22)  And, you want to be extra careful that you don’t ever cause offense to either God or man, so you go one step further and adopt as a personal conviction that you will simply forego all meat under any circumstances, on the outside chance that someone, somewhere, at some time, might stumble.





	There is nothing wrong with that conviction.  That decision is completely within biblical parameters.





	BUT what happens when you are walking through the meat market and see one of your brothers from church carrying a nice thick roast home for dinner, knowing full well that THAT roast just might have been offered to an idol prior to being brought to the market?





	Obviously, your brother doesn’t share your conviction.  What do you do?





Do you rejoice at that brother’s freedom and wish him a good dinner?


Do you quietly seethe inside at his lack of spiritual sensitivity?


Do you become smug at your having arrived at a bit more of a spiritual position of self-denial?


Do you rebuke him for not adopting your conviction and try to browbeat him into seeing things your way?





	You can see how arriving at different convictions could create sticky situations in the first century.  What about today?





	Let’s bring the illustration into the year 2000 and make the illustration a bit more contemporary.  This, you should know, is tricky business.  What illustration should we use to parallel the first century’s “meat sacrificed to idols” issue?  What illustration would you use?





	It is easy to see the difference between biblical moral absolutes and matters of conscience when we are evaluating previous generations.  It is even easy to poke a little fun at them, to see our forefathers’ issues - whether or not to go to movies, whether or not to play cards or go dancing, whether or not to work on Sundays, whether or not to drive automobiles - as a little bit silly, even though we know that the issues weren’t silly to them, then.





	So, let’s think of an issue about which there is some moral weight, concerning which there is no, “Thus saith the Lord” and on which issue Christians have different convictions.  I won’t make it very inflammatory.  I may step on a toe or two, but not hard.





	Let’s use the Texas lottery as our example.  And, let’s say that you have decided that you will not ever buy a lottery ticket.





	You honestly believe that buying lottery tickets is poor stewardship.  You honestly believe that if another brother or sister saw you buying a lottery ticket, they might get sucked into the whole “get rich quick” mentality and might become impoverished through profligate over-spending on the lottery.  You don’t want to be party to causing harm to a potentially weaker brother.  Besides, you would be embarrassed to have your name mentioned as the winner of Texas Lotto in the church newsletter.....





	So, even though we all know that the Bible doesn’t ever say, “Thou shalt not play the lottery” (or even, “Thou shalt not gamble.”), you have determined as a matter of personal conviction, that you will not buy a lottery ticket.





	What do you think, then, and what do you do, when you are standing in line at the EXXON Tiger Mart to pay for your gas fill-up and your good friend from church who is standing in front of you in line, buys a scratch off lottery ticket?














	We need to learn how to biblically work through what we should  think and do when something like that happens - because it will happen.





	If it doesn’t happen in regard the illustration I am using, then it will with respect to drinking alcohol or musical taste or choice of movies or style of car or mode of dress or style of worship or translation of Bible or level of commitment to athletics or interactions with the opposite sex or computer games allowed or church affiliation or schooling choice or hair style!





	It will happen that you will come upon fellow Christians who hold to different convictions than you do on matters of conscience.   In fact, the positions that some of your brothers and sisters will hold on matters where Scripture is not definitive will surprise you and maybe even shock you.  What will you do when this happens?





	To help us all think about what we will do when that happens, we are going to branch out of our study of 1 Corinthians now and turn together to Romans, chapter 14, where Paul gives some timely instruction about how to relate to each other when we disagree about matters of conscience.





	The first thing Paul would want to say is this: Be fully convinced in your own mind regarding your convictions.





After You Have Made Your Decision, Then What?





Be Fully Convinced in Your Own Mind! (Romans 14:5)





	“One man regards one day above another, another regards every day alike. Let each man be fully convinced in his own mind.” (Romans 14:5)





	In this verse, Paul is not speaking about eating meat sacrificed to idols, but is referencing another situation that impacted first century Christians.  The issue was  whether or not to observe special Jewish holidays now that they are Christians.





	Some said, “Continue to observe them as special days to the Lord.”  Others said, “No need to observe them.  Every day belongs to the Lord.”


	According to the verse I just read, Paul wasn’t so concerned about which decision a believer arrived at.  What was more important was that each believer be firm in his conviction regarding the decision he did make.





	In Romans 14, Paul lists several factors to take into consideration when arriving at personal convictions.  First, the life a Christian is to lead and the decisions a Christian makes are to arise out of purposeful life commitment.





	Live with a transcendent purpose in mind (Romans 14:6-8)





	“[6] He who observes the day, observes it for the Lord, and he who eats, does so for the Lord, for he gives thanks to God; and he who eats not, for the Lord he does not eat, and gives thanks to God.  [7] For not one of us lives for himself, and not one dies for himself;  [8] for if we live, we live for the Lord, or if we die, we die for the Lord; therefore whether we live or die, we are the Lord’s.” (Romans 14:6-8)





	The POINT here is that whether we observe the day or not, eat meat sacrificed to idols or not, buy a lottery ticket or not, drink alcohol or not - we do everything we do for Jesus.





	My observation is that the person who has strong personal convictions is often going to be tempted to think that the more conservative position represents the more spiritual position.





	“If I’m going to do everything I do for the Lord, then of course I WON’T play the lottery (or eat meat or drink or I will observe special days, etc....).”





	But that isn’t necessarily the case.  Another Christian could easily evaluate biblical passages, remember the freedom that there is Christ and come to the opposite conclusion while living for the Lord.





	And THAT is the issue.  Each Christian is to make his or her decision on matters of conscience under the Lordship of Jesus Christ.





	Second, we can’t afford to lead our lives in a haphazard way, but must come to firm convictions on life’s tough issues because, as we all know, our choices will one day be evaluated by the only Judge who matters.





	Live with the knowledge that you will give account of yourself to God (Romans 14:10b-12)





	“For we shall all stand before the judgment seat of God.  [11] For it is written,


‘AS I LIVE, SAYS THE LORD, EVERY KNEE SHALL BOW TO ME,


AND EVERY TONGUE SHALL GIVE PRAISE TO GOD.’


	“So then each one of us shall give account of himself to God.” `	(Romans 14:10b-12)





	Romans 8:1 says, “There is therefore, now, no condemnation for those who are in Christ Jesus.”  Rejoice in that!  Christian, you will never come under the condemnation of God.





	That does not mean, though, that you will not “give account” of your actions before God.  Verses 10-12 inform us that we will, in fact, give account of our actions, and, in the context of this passage, Paul means that we will give an account for how we have arrived at our personal convictions regarding the secondary issues under discussion.





	One reason to carefully consider your decisions regarding matters of conscience is that, one day, you will explain yourself to the Lord.  We had better think through these issues, seeing that we will give account of that decision to God.





	And there is a third reason why each of us should be fully convinced in our own mind.  To illustrate this third reason, I’ll read two verses, one from Romans and the other from the book of Colossians.	





	Live shackle-free from the convictions of others (Romans 14:22; Colossians 2:16)





	“The faith which you have, have as your own conviction before God.  Happy is he who does not condemn himself in what he approves.” (Romans 14:22)


	“Therefore let no one act as your judge in regard to food or drink or in respect to a festival or a new moon or a Sabbath day” (Colossians 2:16)





	We have to seriously tackle the conviction issues or we will end up being shackled by the convictions of others.  And those who have not worked hard at arriving at their own convictions know full well how true this is!  The only safeguard against being pulled in a thousand different directions by people who have made up their own minds about questionable issues is to make up your own mind first!





	So, it is undeniably important to arrive at your own personal convictions regarding matters of conscience where the Bible is not explicit in giving direction.�





	“How, then,” you may ask, “do I arrive at these convictions?”





	It is by putting the behaviors in question to the test.  It is by asking questions of the issues in question, questions that arise from passages like 1 Corinthians 8-10 and Romans 14-15!  Questions like:





Is there anything obviously wrong with this activity? (1 Cor. 10:23)


Is it profitable for me to engage in this activity? (1 Cor. 10:23)


Is this activity edifying to others? (1 Cor. 10:10:23)


Is this activity self-serving at the expense of someone else? (1 Cor. 10:33; Romans 15:1-2)


Is this activity something I can thank God for? (1 Cor. 10:30; Romans 14:6)


Is this activity something that will glorify God? (1 Cor. 10:31)


Is this behavior worth imitating? (1 Cor. 11:1)


Is this behavior following the example of Christ? (1 Cor 11:1; Romans 15:7-8)


	If you put the issue at hand to these questions, the conviction you will arrive at leave you more and more convinced in your own mind before the Lord.





	Being fully convinced is Step #1 in the matter of how to relate to fellow Christians with whom you disagree.  Step #2 is also found in Romans 14 and 15, and I will state this “Step” in three stages, as one “DO” and as two “DON’Ts.”  Paul gives us the “DO” twice, once at the beginning and once at the end of this grand passage dealing with Christian liberty.





Some “Do’s” and “Don’ts” Regarding Those With Different Convictions (Romans 14:1, -12)





	DO accept





	“Now ACCEPT the one who is weak in faith, but not for the purpose of passing judgment on his opinions.....Wherefore, ACCEPT one another, just as Christ also ACCEPTED us to the glory of God.” (Romans 14:1; 5:7)  





	Even though we may (no, we WILL!) differ in our opinions, we are not to allow that disagreement to affect our unity, our love for each other, and our ability to work together for the Gospel.  Paul was passionate about this - different opinions about nonessentials should not adversely affect our fellowship.





	You come down on one side of the fence about eating meat sacrificed to idols and I come down on the other side?  You hold to one set of convictions regarding the kinds of music a Christian should listen to and I hold another?  You are fully convinced regarding lottery tickets one way and I am fully convinced, for myself, another?





	We can still accept one another.  And that is a strong thing, not a weak thing.  That acceptance speaks of an ability to love, work together, fellowship without awkwardness, and link arms and join shoulder to shoulder in ministry.











	If acceptance is the positive way to deal with a brother or a sister who disagrees, then Romans 14:3 highlights the ways that should be avoided.





	First Paul speaks to the Christian who is exercising his freedoms to the hilt, eating meat, buying lottery tickets, not observing any special days, listening to all kinds of music - and all to the GLORY of God!





	DON’T hold in contempt





	“Let not him who eats regard with contempt him who does not eat” (Romans 14:3a)





	The special temptation for the Christian who enjoys his freedoms is that he will look with contempt at his more conservative brother for being such a stick-in-the-mud and keeping such picky personal convictions when he could really let loose and enjoy himself!





	Paul says, “Don’t go there.”  ACCEPT the brother who has personal convictions different from your own and RESPECT the convictions themselves.  Don’t make fun of the more conservative Christian’s convictions. Honor the brother and his opinions.





	Likewise, the great temptation for the Christian who has limited his freedoms for the sake of the weaker brother, or who has limited his freedoms just “on account of because,” is that he will JUDGE his free-wheeling brother.





	DON’T judge





	“....and let not him who does not eat judge him who eats, for God has accepted him.” (Romans 14:3b)





	Who would have thought it?  It is easier to get acceptance from God than it is from our fellow Christians!  But how true that is.














	Conservative Christian - you who don’t smoke, chew, or go with girls who do, who don’t dance, play cards or the lottery, who dress conservatively, wear conservative hair styles, listen to conservative music, take in conservative entertainment and hold to conservative politics, don’t JUDGE your brothers and sisters who are a bit more, culturally speaking, cutting edge.





	If you can’t find a “Thus saith the Lord” that their behavior violates, don’t stand in judgment.  Get over it.  Move on.  Love them and serve with them.





	Rather than judging those who aren’t as conservative as you are or holding those in contempt who are overly rigid (in your estimation), Paul says to chill out and recognize that YOU DON’T HAVE TO AGREE with your brother’s stand on secondary issues.  After all, he, like you, will have to answer to God.





Recognize That Each Christian Will Stand Before God as Judge (Romans 14:2-4)





	“Who are you to judge the servant of another? To his own master he stands or falls; and stand he will, for the Lord is able to make him stand.” (Romans 14:4)





	The mature believer doesn’t worry about the differing views of his brother.  He accepts him and lets God deal with that brother’s opinions.  That is, after all, God’s business, and so he lets the Judge do the judging.






































Conclusion: 





	By way of conclusion, let’s review the “players” in the drama of decision-making.





	First, there is the WEAK BROTHER.  This is the man (or woman) who, having either limited Christian knowledge or an extremely sensitive conscience, would be led into sin by the actions of a Christian who exercises his freedom.  This Christian generally does not exercise his full freedom in Christ, but through solid teaching can learn to distinguish between moral absolutes and matters of conscience and can learn to enter that freedom.





	Then, there is the STRONG BROTHER.  This is the man (or woman) who understands that he can exercise liberty in matters not prohibited by Scripture.  This strong brother may be a man who regularly exercises his freedoms with a clear conscience OR he may be a man who, knowing that he has freedom to do many things, purposefully limits his freedom for any number of reasons.





	Then, for want of a better term, there is the PHARISEE.  This is the man (or woman) who has convictions on matters of conscience.  Oh, he has convictions, all right!  But, the Pharisee requires others to join him in his convictions.  He judges those who disagree with him as less than spiritual.  





	The Pharisee is NOT a weaker brother who will be led into sin by the freedom-loving stronger brother.  He is a judge, jury and executioner of those who have the audacity to arrive at a different conviction on a matter of conscience.  If others disagree, he punishes them - either verbally or with a look, overtly or subtly.  He doesn’t enjoy fellowship with those who disagree, but would rather all Christians line up.





	The Pharisee must remember that each Christian will stand before God - they will and so will the Christian with whom they disagree.  So there is no need to judge.





	And the Pharisee must realize, too, that it is permissible to talk with Christians with whom they disagree.  It is even OK to try and persuade their brothers and sisters to re-consider their convictions.





	It is just not OK to judge them!  It is just not OK to allow the secondary issues to divide.  It is not OK to refuse to partner in ministry with someone who refuses to agree on issues that aren’t central to the faith.





	You may have your own opinion about where most of us at Northwest need to give the greatest attention - weaker brother/stronger brother issue or Pharisaism.  I’ve got an opinion.





	I think that many of us who make up this church need to seriously consider whether we have become Pharisaical either in the way we deal with others judgmentally or in the way we hold to our convictions with an attitude of spiritual superiority.





	We are a church with a pretty wide diversity of opinion on many issues - music styles for worship services, schooling choices for our children, ministry preferences in all kinds of settings - youth group, AWANA, Sunday schools and small groups all come to mind.





	The challenge from God’s Word to us this morning is to hold to many of our most cherished convictions with humility and with openness.  Be open to being changed in your convictions by the words and lifestyles of your friends in Christ.  And, be willing to talk with others about issues of conscience in terms of:





spiritual expediency,


wisdom,


what maximizes spiritual benefits to others and


what maximizes the glory of God.





	Your perspective may well be exactly what your brother or sister needs to hear.  They just need to hear you without being judged and while being loved.





	In other words, let GRACE reign in the church!


� By the way, many people in third world countries DO actually wrestle with exactly these issue.


�  We could mention another reason, one drawn from Romans 14: 23, that without coming to a firm personal conviction, a person is not acting with a clear conscience or in full faith.  Such an action is, by definition, sin.  “But he who doubts is condemned if he eats, because his eating is not from faith; and whatever is not from faith is sin.”
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