
That Which is The Most Important
Romans 14:14-23

 Today’s sermon is very much a continuation from last week, 
which is to say, the context carries over.  The thought process 
today builds on everything we studied last week.  The starting 
point, then, is that Paul is addressing the matter of those whom 
he identifies as “weak in the faith.”

v.1  “Receive one who is weak in the faith, but not to disputes 
over doubtful things.”

Paul defines for us what he means, the one who is weak in the 
faith is the one believes he is constrained in ways that he should 
have freedom, he is constrained beyond what the Scriptures 
actually define.  But nonetheless he is constrained, as a matter of 
conscience.  Specifically, in terms of the freedom to eat meat.

v.2  “For one believes he may eat all things, but he who is 
weak eats only vegetables.”

The limits of his Christian liberty are constrained, 
unnecessarily constrained.  But truly constrained nonetheless.  
And that really is,

I. THE BASIC ISSUE.
The label “weaker brother” is not an insult or a put-down.  It is 

not spoken with any malice nor any contempt, no disrespect at all.  
Just a concession, one that would cause Paul to look upon his 
weaker brother in the best possible light, with all graciousness.  
That was our focus last week.

v.5  “One person esteems one day above another; another 
esteems every day alike. Let each be fully convinced in his own 
mind. 6 He who observes the day, observes it to the Lord; and he 
who does not observe the day, to the Lord he does not observe it. 
He who eats, eats to the Lord, for he gives God thanks; and he 

who does not eat, to the Lord he does not eat, and gives God 
thanks. 7 For none of us lives to himself, and no one dies to 
himself. 8 For if we live, we live to the Lord; and if we die, we die 
to the Lord. Therefore, whether we live or die, we are the Lord’s. 9 
For to this end Christ died and rose and lived again, that He might 
be Lord of both the dead and the living. 10 But why do you judge 
your brother? Or why do you show contempt for your brother? For 
we shall all stand before the judgment seat of Christ.”

With that respect in place, genuinely so, with all the 
graciousness Paul would extend to the weaker brother, the basic 
issue is still valid and it needs to be articulated plainly,

A. All food is clean (and good to eat).
I certainly touched on that last week.  The context is defined 

by the transition from the Old Testament to the New, with a very 
significant change defined by God himself.  Namely, the dietary 
restrictions of the Old Testament are removed now that Christ has 
come.  Those external regulations about which foods were clean 
and which foods were unclean no longer apply, and the 
theological point behind that is the such a distinction between 
nations of people is also abolished.  There is, now, no Jew nor 
Greek, for we are all one in Christ.  Therefore, there are no longer 
any particular foods which are permitted or prohibited as a marker 
of those who are Jew.  All food is clean.  God’s people are free to 
eat any food.

v.14
v.20

I quoted last week from Peter’s vision of all kinds of animals 
and birds.

Acts 10:13  “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 
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the second time, “What God has cleansed you must not call 
common.”

So those dietary restrictions are removed.  Ended.  They no 
longer serve any purpose, and your conscience, rightly instructed, 
should allow you the freedom to partake.  By the time that Paul 
writes to Timothy, the issue was even more plainly expressed,

1 Tim. 4:1  “Now the Spirit expressly says that in latter times 
some will depart from the faith, giving heed to deceiving spirits 
and doctrines of demons, 2 speaking lies in hypocrisy, having 
their own conscience seared with a hot iron, 3 forbidding to marry, 
and commanding to abstain from foods which God created to be 
received with thanksgiving by those who believe and know the 
truth. 4 For every creature of God is good, and nothing is to be 
refused if it is received with thanksgiving; 5 for it is sanctified by 
the word of God and prayer.”

But the main point here is that not everyone believes they 
have such freedom.

B. Some believers are constrained from eating by their 
conscience.

Yet Paul is not criticizing that, but rather urging the believers at 
Rome to respect those who have such constraints upon their 
conscience.

v.14
v.20

The point is plain.  If they believe it to be wrong to eat, then 
they should not eat.  If they think the particular food is unclean, 
then for them, it is unclean!  And so clearly, Paul says,

v.23

That’s a really strong statement.  They should be free to eat, 

but since they aren’t free in their own conscience, they ought not 
to eat.  They ought not to violate their own conscience.  Yet for 
our text, the bigger issue is a matter of loving one another.  In this 
case, loving the one who is weak in the faith.

II. THE BIGGER PRINCIPLE OF LOVE.
You see, this isn’t simply a matter involving what food you can 

and can’t eat.  It is a matter of how you show love to your brother 
or sister.  And for all the technicalities of this issue, for all the 
specific advice given, this still stands out above it all,

A. The need to show love to your weaker brother.
Not just claim love, not just speak words of love, but showing 

it.  So Paul says,
v.15

Let those words sink in, because they expose how easy it is 
for us to be careless about the thoughts and reactions of other 
people.  If you use the typical personality of way too many people 
today as the example, then Paul should have written, “don’t pay 
any attention to those weaker brothers because they are just too 
sensitive!”  Go ahead and eat, since that is your right and your 
privilege.  Exercise your freedom, since you are the one who has 
correctly understood and defined your freedom.  

But Paul didn’t say any of those things.  He actually rebukes 
the one whose faith is not weak, the one who rightly understands 
their true freedom.  “If your brother is grieved because of your 
food, you are no longer walking in love.”  Shame on you, for your 
failure to love your brother, the one who is weak in faith.  Shame 
on you for thinking that the exercise of your freedom to eat meat 
is more important than showing love for a fellow sheep for whom 
Jesus has shed his blood and died!  “Do not destroy with your 
food the one for whom Christ died.” 
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So here is Paul’s direct application in this text…
v.20  “Do not destroy the work of God for the sake of food.”

Beloved, there is no higher priority than to show love to fellow 
believers, and if you are going to do that, there is, then,

B. The need to honor the conscience of your weaker 
brother.

You might well try to instruct them, to give them the 
opportunity to understand and appreciate their true Christian 
freedom.  I think Paul is attempting to do just that here.  But don’t 
be condescending nor patronizing, nor disrespectful in the least.  
Even if you disagree with the standards of their conscience, even 
if you rightly recognize that they ought not to be constrained but 
should be able to enjoy the exercise of freedom, don’t cause them 
to stumble by ignoring their own conscience.

v.21

Let me read from the fuller explanation in,
1 Cor. 8:9  “But beware lest somehow this liberty of yours 

become a stumbling block to those who are weak. 10 For if 
anyone sees you who have knowledge eating in an idol’s temple, 
will not the conscience of him who is weak be emboldened to eat 
those things offered to idols? 11 And because of your knowledge 
shall the weak brother perish, for whom Christ died? 12 But when 
you thus sin against the brethren, and wound their weak 
conscience, you sin against Christ. 13 Therefore, if food makes 
my brother stumble, I will never again eat meat, lest I make my 
brother stumble.”

Just because you have the right to eat doesn’t mean that you 
should; just because you have the freedom to eat doesn’t mean 
that you should!  Not if it causes someone else to stumble.  You 
should give other such honor, such respect, such grace, that you 

would go out of your way not to make your brother or your sister 
stumble.  And it really is a big deal.  Remember,

v.23

So give up your own rights, be willing not to exercise your own 
freedom if that what is best for the well being of a fellow Christian.  

Phi. 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.”

And Paul had just expressed what that means.
Phil. 2:3  “Let nothing be done through selfish ambition or 

conceit, but 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.”

That is what is the most important.  That is the ultimate priority 
and the ultimate message in all of this.  And Paul rises above this 
rather mundane and seemingly minor points of instruction to 
identify,

III. THE ULTIMATE PURPOSE IN LIFE.
This is what undergirds all the instructions that Paul is giving.  

This is what provides the basis and the foundation for the specific 
application about not causing your brother to sin.  This is what 
really matters.  This is the ultimate point to be made, and it is not 
about whether or not you should eat meat.  This isn’t an 
intellectual or even a theological argument in which your goal is to 
win.  There is something much greater at stake here, and I don’t 
need to just imply what that might be.  Paul says it, in words that 
transcend the immediate issue of eating meat.  

If you aren’t careful, this might catch you off guard, in this 
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practical passage of whether or not you should have the freedom 
to eat meat.  There is something far greater here, something that 
goes to the very heart and soul of true Christianity, to the center 
of true godliness and true religion.  This is the huge point that 
Paul makes right in the midst of this rather technical pattern of 
instructions.

A. The kingdom of God is a matter of the heart.
It’s not an either/or proposition, as if the matter of eating foods 

is irrelevant.  Paul is not dismissing that issue nor somehow 
treating it as unimportant.  He addresses the issue head on.  But 
there is more to it than just this little issue.  There always is.

There is the matter of the heart.  

Whether or not you eat meat is important.  It is certainly very 
practical.  And we could identify a host of issues today that would 
be similar, practical questions of dispute, tangible debates, 
detailed instructions and regulations.  But there must be a 
transcendent value to all of that, something that goes beyond 
those surface level matters.

I would apply this same principle even in many doctrinal or 
theological matters, questions of dispute and matters of biblical 
faithfulness and orthodoxy, issues of church government as well.  
All of those things are not the defining reality of the kingdom of 
God.  That’s not what is of preeminence in terms of those 
priorities that please and honor God.  What matters to God are 
matters of the heart.  God is concerned about your heart, what’s 
in your heart.  He’s concerned with your motives, your desires, 
you attitude.  He’s concerned with what is fully exposed to him 
and sometimes to him alone—the thoughts and intentions of your 
heart.

So even if you do something good, even if your standards are 
correct, even if you are not the one whose faith is weak, you 
might still be guilty of evil if you fail in these matters of the heart.  
That’s the warning of,

v.16

Then the specific point that just rises up so far above this 
whole matter of eating meat.

v.17

The kingdom of God is not a matter of the external, outward 
performance of duty.  Even if those duties are rightly defined.  
That’s not what life in the presence of God is all about.  It’s not 
simply a matter of regulations and obligations, not even a matter 
of the law and the practice of obedient conformity to the outward 
standards of that law.  It is a matter of the heart!  It is a matter of 
what is on the inside, not what is on the outside.

So what is on the inside of your heart?  That can be a 
frightening question to consider, but an essential one.  What are 
the characteristics of your heart?  Not, what is your behavior?  
Not, what is yo reputation, or what impression do others have of 
you.  But what is in your heart?

Those words which God spoke to Samuel about King David 
are so relevant and timeless.

1 Sam. 16:6 So it was, when they came, that he looked at 
Eliab and said, “Surely the LORD’s anointed is before Him!”  7 
But the LORD said to Samuel, “Do not look at his appearance or 
at his physical stature, because I have refused him. For the 
LORD does not see as man sees; for man looks at the outward 
appearance, but the LORD looks at the heart.”

When God looks at your heart, does he see pride?  A spirit of 
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superiority or a sense of importance when compared to the one 
who is weak in faith?  Does he see complacency, self-
righteousness, arrogance, stubbornness, disdain for others, the 
desire for importance?  Or does he see what Paul identifies in 
verse 17, “righteousness and peace and joy in the Holy Spirit.”

Oh how often we settle for external conformity instead of the 
renewal of the heart.  And we forget about the depth of what that 
word righteousness means with reference to your heart!  And 
peace, not just the imposition of some sort of truce, not some sort 
of imposed reconciliation upon those whom you can bully, but true 
peace.  Wholeness, safety, security in the presence of God.  A 
heart at peace, not filled with anger or a sense of retaliation, no 
bitterness or stubbornness.  Just a heart at peace with God, a 
heart willing and eager to be at peace with one another.  And joy.  
Joy in the holy spirit.  That’s what matters to God—the evidence 
of the fruitful work of the Holy Spirit in your heart, in your 
innermost being.

So how does Paul contrast the lusts and desires of the flesh?  
What does Paul identify and that which must replace lewdness 
and fornication and dissensions and drunkenness and a whole 
host of other evils?  What is it that true matters?  Let me give you 
a clue.  Paul doesn’t describe or define outward things, but rather 
the things of the heart.  The matters of the heart.  The fruit of the 
spirit at work in the heart of the true believer.

Gal. 5:22  “But the fruit of the Spirit is love, joy, peace, 
longsuffering, kindness, goodness, faithfulness, 23 gentleness, 
self-control. Against such there is no law.”

Not just some sort of regulation to fulfill, but gentleness.  Not 
just some sort of external act of religious devotions, but kindness.  
Goodness.  Self-control.  All matters of the heart.  And beloved, 
that is what the kingdom of God is all about.

Secondly, similarly, when it comes to ultimate things, the 
ultimate purpose of life, those things so well beyond the issue 
simply of whether or not you ought to eat meat,

B. The kingdom of God is a matter of service to God.
It is not a matter of outward fame or notoriety, it is a matter of 

a heart that wishes for nothing else, nothing less, than to be a 
bondservant of God.

v.18

So let’s not get all focused just on whether or not you should 
exercise your Christian freedom.  No, there is something far more 
important.  Something far more important than your reputation—
how you appear to others and how much praise you might see to 
enjoy from them.  This is what really should bring approval from 
others, as this is what brings God’s approval—your willingness to 
be of service to God in terms of your heart, “righteousness and 
peace and joy in the Holy Spirit.”  

Not how much money you make.  Not how successful you are.  
Not how impressive you look or how much power and authority 
you wield.  No, this is what is “approved by me,” this is what is 
acceptable to God, well-pleasing to God.  Righteousness in your 
heart, with reference to your motives, desires and intentions.  
Peace and joy in your heart, not pride and selfishness.  That’s 
what the kingdom of God is all about.  Not about whether or not 
you eat meat, but how well you reflect the fruit of God’s holy spirit 
in your heart in your relationships with other people.

You see,

C. The kingdom of God is a matter of relationship to one 
another.

That’s what it is all about.  Relationship to one another.  The 
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kingdom of God is not about you.  What matters to God is not 
how important you are or how successful you might appear.  
What matters to God is how you relate to one another.  And 
again, specifically, with a climactic focus, how well you 
demonstrate your love for one another, even the one whose faith 
is weak.

v.19

In other words, you relate to others with a focus on their good, 
what is good for them, what is best for them.  Not what is best for 
you or more advantageous or comfortable for you.

Phil. 2:3  “Let nothing be done through selfish ambition or 
conceit, but in lowliness of mind let each esteem others better 
than himself.”

That’s what the kingdom of God is all about, that’s how you go 
about living in the kingdom of God, “in lowliness of mind let each 
esteem others better than himself.”

In the words of, 
Eph. 5:21  “…submitting to one another in the fear of God.” 

We saw the same thing in,
Rom. 10:10  “Be kindly affectionate to one another with 

brotherly love, in honor giving preference to one another.”

That’s what it means to be reformed.  That’s what it means to 
be presbyterian.  That’s what it means to be evangelical, biblical, 
faithful.  That’s what it means to be a Christian.

v.17  “…for the kingdom of God is not eating and drinking, but 
righteousness and peace and joy in the Holy Spirit. 18 For he who 
serves Christ in these things is acceptable to God and approved 
by men.  19 Therefore let us pursue the things which make for 
peace and the things by which one may edify another.”
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