
Debatable Matters
Romans 14:1-13

Not everything is a debatable matter.  Some things are 
essential, fundamental to our Christian faith.  The resurrection, for 
example.  Jesus’ resurrection from the dead, and the promise of 
ours.  That’s not debatable.  That’s not open for discussion, and 
there is no room in true Christian faith to deny the historical reality 
of the resurrection.  If you do, if you deny the resurrection, you 
cannot rightly claim to be a Christian.  The same could be said for 
the incarnation of Jesus, that the second person of the eternal 
trinity became a man, God and man joined together in one 
person, conceived by the power of the Holy Spirit and born of a 
virgin, a divine nature and a human nature united as one.  I 
believe it would be right to include the miraculous works of God in 
that same category  of essential truths, essential doctrines.  If you 
deny the supernatural power of God, you are, in fact, denying 
God.

Back one hundred years ago, in the decade before the 
founding of the OPC, the presbyterian church of the day was 
compelled to identify those fundamentals, which is the origin of 
the world fundamentalism.  The idea is that certain things are 
absolutely necessary to true Christian faith and without them, 
there is no faith at all.  In that day the issue was ordination to the 
ministry, so no man should be ordained as a minister of the 
gospel without affirming those fundamentals.  Typically five 
fundamentals were identified, to include what I just identified 
along with the inerrancy of Scripture, and Jesus’ atoning sacrifice 
for our sins.

There are, however, what we might call secondary matters, 
secondary issues.  Things which we might earnestly believe to be 
true, biblically true, but upon which true and genuine Christians 

might disagree.  Perhaps most prominent among those today 
would be the question of whether or not the infant children of 
believers should be baptized.  I believe they should, and that is 
the official position of our denomination.  It’s not Roman Catholic 
baptismal regeneration, as if children are saved and gain an 
entrance into heaven by virtue of the water of baptism, but it is to 
be the sign of God’s covenant rightly administered to our children.  
But not everyone agrees with that, not every Christian, not even 
every member of this church.  But it isn’t a fundamental matter, 
and earnest disagreement among believers does not destroy or 
violate the depth and richness of our fellowship with one another.  
I would put the views of the end times on this list of secondary 
issues as well, as historically, there has been a variety of 
convictions in that regard even within reformed and presbyterian 
churches, and certainly within the scope of all faithful, evangelical 
churches committed to the truthfulness of God’s word.

I think we could also identify third level issues, tertiary matters, 
that are even of less priority than that.  It’s not my point this 
morning to distinguish those, only to press the idea that 
everything is not of the same priority and importance.  The text 
which we come to this morning is based on that perspective, but it 
goes even one step further.  In other words, Paul is certainly not 
talking about the fundamentals of the faith when he instructs us in 
verse one not to be be given “to disputes over doubtful things.”  
The ESV translates it “to quarrel over opinions.”  The NASB has 
describes it as “passing judgment on his opinions.”  The NIV 
refers to “disputable matters.”  I am using the language of 
“debatable matters.”  And the debatable matters do not include 
things like the resurrection from the dead.  

So what is Paul talking about here?  It is something even 
lower in priority than the secondary or even tertiary matters.  In 
other words, those things are worth talking about.  Dividing over, 
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no.  Breaking fellowship, no.  Personal alienation, no.  And no 
harsh arguments or contentious divisions are appropriate either.  
But they are still worth talking about.  I enjoy healthy, edifying 
conversations on infant baptism, predestination, presbyterian 
church government, amillennialism, and any number of other 
issues of disagreement among Christians.  I’m eager to teach on 
those things, and with humility, able to learn.  But Paul is not even 
talking about those things.  He is referring to those who are “weak 
in the faith,” and despite what we might think those words mean 
the way they are often used today, Paul has something very 
specific in mind.  He is referring to those whose “weakness” is 
that they don’t truly understand the extent of their freedom in 
Christ, their Christian freedom.  Because of that, they bind 
themselves to rules and obligations that really do go beyond the 
obligations imposed by God in the Scripture.  

I. DEBATABLE MATTERS REFER TO THOSE THINGS 
WHICH RESULT FROM THE INABILITY TO 
APPRECIATE THE FULLNESS OF OUR CHRISTIAN 
FREEDOM BEFORE GOD.

In Paul’s language, that is what he means by referring to “one 
who is weak in faith.”  And his point, of course, is clear, as we I 
will emphasize in a few minutes, that we are to “receive” them, 
not judge them.  Even if something believes themselves 
constrained by God in ways that you rightly believe they should 
be free, you ought still to receive them graciously.

Weakness has the sense of feeble, or without strength, 
powerless.  It refers to sickness or disease, yet not as a criticism 
but rather as a description of the effects of sickness.  Weakness, 
made weak.  And what God requires of us when interacting with 
such a person is avoid disputes over this debatable things, these 
things which, literally, are a matter of opinion.  The Greek word 
refers to the thoughts within a man’s own mind, his inward 
reasoning.

In other words, to be clear, we are not talking about clear and 
explicit commands of God, as if we have the right and freedom to 
dismiss any of them as unimportant.  We are talking about 
scruples that certain people have because they don’t fully 
understand that they are actually free.  They have scruples, they 
believe themselves constrained to act a certain way, but actually, 
they should have freedom.  But since they don’t, you who are not 
weak, you who rightly understand your Christian freedom, you are 
still to give them your respect.  And be unwilling to get into a 
divisive dispute with them, those who are identified by Paul as the 
weaker brother—those who feel themselves constrained more 
than God’s word would actually constrain them.  Two examples 
are given.  Food,

A. The example of food.
The point is stated in,
v.2

In other words, as a matter of spiritual fidelity and faithfulness 
to God, as a matter of godliness and morality, there are those 
whom Paul identifies as those who eat vegetables.  Others 
believe they “may eat all things.”  I believe the reference is the 
same as when Paul writes to the Corinthian church, in that the 
issue is not simply being a vegetarian, as some people might 
choose to be today.  The issue is not a matter of diet and health, 
as it would be for those who choose to abstain from meat today, 
but rather it is an issue of faithfulness to God.  They believe they 
ought not to eat meat, particularly meat which had been used as 
an offering to idols.  

1 Cor. 8:4  “Therefore concerning the eating of things offered 
to idols, we know that an idol is nothing in the world, and that 
there is no other God but one. 5 For even if there are so-called 
gods, whether in heaven or on earth (as there are many gods and 
many lords), 6 yet for us there is one God, the Father, of whom 
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are all things, and we for Him; and one Lord Jesus Christ, through 
whom are all things, and through whom we live. 7 However, there 
is not in everyone that knowledge; for some, with consciousness 
of the idol, until now eat it as a thing offered to an idol; and their 
conscience, being weak, is defiled. 8 But food does not commend 
us to God; for neither if we eat are we the better, nor if we do not 
eat are we the worse. 9 But beware lest somehow this liberty of 
yours become a stumbling block to those who are weak.”

The point is that your obedience to God has nothing to do with 
whether or not you eat meat.  But some people believe that it 
does.  “Their conscience, being weak, is defiled.”  And you who 
are not weak in the faith in that way, you who rightly understand 
your Christian freedom before God, you are still constrained by 
the duty and obligation of love.  So we read,

1 Cor. 10:23  “All things are lawful for me, but not all things are 
helpful; all things are lawful for me, but not all things edify. 24 Let 
no one seek his own, but each one the other’s well-being.  25 Eat 
whatever is sold in the meat market, asking no questions for 
conscience’ sake; 26 for “the earth is the LORD’s, and all its 
fullness.”  27 If any of those who do not believe invites you to 
dinner, and you desire to go, eat whatever is set before you, 
asking no question for conscience’ sake. 28 But if anyone says to 
you, “This was offered to idols,” do not eat it for the sake of the 
one who told you, and for conscience’ sake; for “the earth is the 
LORD’s, and all its fullness.” 29 “Conscience,” I say, not your 
own, but that of the other. For why is my liberty judged by another 
man’s conscience? 30 But if I partake with thanks, why am I evil 
spoken of for the food over which I give thanks?”

There is a broader principle there as well, that idea that now, 
in the New Testament, the Old Testament dietary regulations are 
no longer valid.  They have been abrogated, ended.  “All things 
are lawful for me,”  Paul writes.  We as God’s people are no 

longer distinguished from those who are not God’s people by 
what we eat, as they Jews of the Old Testament certainly were.  
That was the lesson Peter had to learn so personally,

Acts 10:9  “The next day, as they went on their journey and 
drew near the city, Peter went up on the housetop to pray, about 
the sixth hour. 10 Then he became very hungry and wanted to 
eat; but while they made ready, he fell into a trance 11 and saw 
heaven opened and an object like a great sheet bound at the four 
corners, descending to him and let down to the earth. 12 In it 
were all kinds of four-footed animals of the earth, wild beasts, 
creeping things, and birds of the air. 13 And a voice came to him, 
“Rise, Peter; kill and eat.”  14 But Peter said, “Not so, Lord! For I 
have never eaten anything common or unclean.” 15 And a voice 
spoke to him again the second time, “What God has cleansed you 
must not call common.”

There are no foods that are unclean in themselves.  So eat, 
and give thanks to God for all the food you enjoy.  Yet, some 
people do not yet understand the fullness of that freedom.  That’s 
what Paul is addressing here in Romans 14.  And the second 
example is,

B. The practice of special days.
v.5

A couple important points of explanation here.  First, as I have 
emphasized with the description of those who faith is weak, the 
issue is focused on restraints that go beyond the explicit 
commandments and laws of God.  So the reference here in 
Romans 14 is not the fourth commandment, the duty of God’s 
moral law to keep the Sabbath day holy.  That law, embedded in 
the ten commandments, remains our duty just as much as we are 
obligation to abstain from adultery or stealing.  
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But, there are a not of other ways in which those weak in their 
faith feel constrained.  Certainly, there are the Jewish laws of 
festivals and holy days, which are no longer in effect in the New 
Testament.  In fact, the New Testament example is to give such 
priority to the holiness of the sabbath day, now called the Lord’s 
Day or the first day of the week, that all other distinctions among 
days are non-binding.  Every day is alike, every day of the week, 
allowing us to set apart and enjoy the weekly sabbath as a holy 
rest from all our labors, without the need of any other days to 
celebrate.

That doesn’t mean you can enjoy or special days or even 
holidays, but they aren’t necessary.  And more importantly, they 
are not obligatory.  You are free.  But some people don’t 
understand that yet.  And the greater danger of the Galatians is 
that the church there was making those ceremonial days a 
requirement, so Paul’s words in that context are even stronger.

Gal. 4:8  “But then, indeed, when you did not know God, you 
served those which by nature are not gods. 9 But now after you 
have known God, or rather are known by God, how is it that you 
turn again to the weak and beggarly elements, to which you 
desire again to be in bondage? 10 You observe days and months 
and seasons and years. 11 I am afraid for you, lest I have labored 
for you in vain.”

And then,
Col. 2:16  “So let no one judge you in food or in drink, or 

regarding a festival or a new moon or sabbaths, 17 which are a 
shadow of things to come, but the substance is of Christ.”

Back to our text, 
v.5

The practical application of this is plain, and the language of 
“one who is weak in the faith” is not intended to be used as a put-
down or an insult, it is not intended to be used to exert influence 
or authority of such a person.  Quite the opposite.  We are given 
very specific instructions.

I. DO NOT JUDGE ONE ANOTHER REGARDING 
DEBATABLE MATTERS.

With good reason.

A. We may not judge those whom God has received.
That point is so plain.
v.3

Don’t despise…that’s a word of condescension or superiority.  
It is a word of contempt and disdain.  Don’t look down on those 
whose faith is weak, don’t malign them or insult them.  Why?  
Because God has received them!

v.4

Such humility in this.  You are the one whose faith is not weak.  
The person who feels constrained when he should exercise his 
freedom is the weaker brother.  But don’t despise him!  Don’t 
oppress him.  Don’t show contempt, but instead, receive them 
freely and fully, BECAUSE GOD DOES.  

James 4:12  “There is one Lawgiver, who is able to save and 
to destroy. Who are you to judge another?”

There is such graciousness in that, such humility.  Such 
godliness.  Scripture frequently enjoins us in this way, do not 
judge one another regarding debatable matters.

v.13

We will pick up next week on that that idea of the stumbling 
block, but notice again the warning from our text this morning,
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B. We may not question the sincerity of those who seek 
to serve God.

Don’t judge them.  And don’t question their sincerity.  Instead,
v.5  “Let each be fully convinced in his own mind.”

And notice then how Paul describes the one who is weak in 
the faith in the best possible light.

v.6

Beloved, this is such a worthy example.  Putting other people 
in the best possible light.  Not questioning their sincerity or their 
motives, but thinking the very best of them.  Those people who 
are observing special days are doing it sincerely, as to the Lord.  
Those who abstain from certain foods are doing it as to the Lord, 
sincerely.  So honor them for it!  Don’t just argue with them about 
how their faith is weak!  Honor them for the sincerely of their 
devotion.  And that really is the broad picture of what we have 
before us this morning.  This is the main point, the deepest and 
most heartfelt point.

III. CONTENTIONS REGARDING DEBATABLE MATTERS 
MUST NOT OVERSHADOW THE SINCERITY OF TRUE 
DEVOTION TO GOD.

So if someone doesn’t understand the fullness of their own 
Christian freedom, and is thus constrained in a way that you 
aren’t, then focus on the shared acts of devotion rather than on 
the differences of opinion.  That’s Paul’s emphasis here.  
Because this is what we have in common, those who are weak in 
the faith and those who are not,

A. As Christians, we all live and die as servants of the 
Lord.

So instead of causing an argument with someone about 
debatable and doubtful things, look at Paul’s conclusion.

v.7-8

So what matters is not that you have Christian freedom and 
therefore you ought to always insist on your right to exercise your 
freedom.  No, actually, in this case, the exercise of your freedom 
isn’t the most important matter at hand.  What matters is whether 
you are a servant of the Lord.

So…the next time you find yourself disagreeing with someone 
over a debatable matter, the next time you feel like maybe your 
rights within your own Christian freedom are being abridged, then 
train yourself to think in this way, “none of us lives to himself, and 
no one dies to himself.”  Not you, and not the other person.  So 
what matters most of all is not that you assert your own exercise 
of Christian freedom or show contempt or disdain for someone 
else, judging them.  No, what matters most is to live to the Lord.  
And if that means giving honor to someone else even though you 
disagree with them, then give them honor because they, too, live 
to the Lord.

This is very much related to humility.  It is very much related to 
giving honor to others above yourself.  This is very much the 
same as what Paul refers to in,

Phil. 2:3  “…in lowliness of mind let each esteem others better 
than himself. 4 Let each of you look out not only for his own 
interests, but also for the interests of others.”

This is what really matters,  
v.8

Look at what Paul writes next, urging you not to judge those 
who are weak in the faith.

v.9

In other word, don’t judge that other person because of the 
weakness of his faith, because…
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B. As Christians, we are all redeemed by the blood of 
Jesus.

v.9

Everyone you meet, every Christian, every believer, you ought 
to view as the saving object of the blood of Jesus.  Every 
Christian you meet, even those who would fit this description of 
being weak in faith, are still those precious sheep for whom Jesus 
died.  And that is such a healthy and holy view of others, precious 
sheep for whom Jesus died.

One of the verses that had a great impact on me early in my 
ministry was,

Acts 20:28  “Therefore take heed to yourselves and to all the 
flock, among which the Holy Spirit has made you overseers, to 
shepherd the church of God which He purchased with His own 
blood.”

As a shepherd, as a pastor, I have to look upon people as 
those whom Jesus has purchased with his own blood.  Even 
difficult people.  Even people I might otherwise choose to judge, 
or even have contempt.  It is such a healthy perspective we 
should have for all of God’s people, not just those who agree with 
us about everything.  They are precious sheep, purchased by the 
precious blood of the lamb.

And then the climax of this passage, the climactic point Paul is 
making in the context of not judging others.  The point is that,

B. As Christians, we all must focus upon our own 
personal accountability before God.

Again, humility, and graciousness to others, which comes 
about when you concern yourself with your own responsibilities 
before the Lord.  And when you live with the realization that you 
yourself are accountable before God.  The point is so plain and 

direct.
v.10

That has to be your focus.  Not the weakness of your brother, 
or sister.  Not the debatable matters upon which you might 
disagree with those who are rightly to be considered as brothers 
and sisters in Christ.  Your focus should not be on trying to fix 
everyone else, but upon accepting your own responsibility before 
the Lord.  And quite honestly, none of us could ever possibly say 
that we have nothing to be concerned about in that regard!  “For 
we shall all stand before the judgment seat of Christ.”

Thus, v.11-12
v.13  “Therefore let us not judge one another.”

This, too, is an expression of true Christian love and earnest 
fellowship, receiving those whom God has received, loving those 
whom God has loved.  Considering others more important than 
yourselves, even giving up the free exercise of your own rights, 
because that is what Jesus did.

Phil. 2:5  “Let this mind be in you which was also in Christ 
Jesus, 6 who, being in the form of God, did not consider it robbery 
to be equal with God, 7 but made Himself of no reputation, taking 
the form of a bondservant, and coming in the likeness of men. 8 
And being found in appearance as a man, He humbled Himself 
and became obedient to the point of death, even the death of the 
cross.”

To use Jesus’ own words,
John 15:12  “This is My commandment, that you love one 

another as I have loved you. 13 Greater love has no one than 
this, than to lay down one’s life for his friends.”

We will go on in this chapter next week and study more of the 
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specifics of this situation, but for this morning, let this emphasis 
upon the priority of others be the focus.  Knowing that you 
yourself will stand before the judgment seat of Christ, look upon 
those who might be weak in faith, those with whom you might 
disagree on debatable matters, not by judging them or arguing 
with them, but by viewing them just as you would view yourself—
as someone who does not live for himself but who lives for the 
Lord, one for whom Jesus has died.  May we always view one 
another with such grace. 
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