
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Connection with Unit Theme:  To complement the small group study Dealing with 
Messy Relationships, these sermon outlines will use the same Scripture passages as 
the small group study, so the pastor can reinforce the study from the pulpit. 

The Point:  Humbly place the needs of others before your own.   

Introduction:  Not long after I was called to my first pastorate, I attended the annual 
Founders’ Days at my alma mater, Mid-America Seminary.  I talked to my one of my 
former professors, who was also my pastor when I was young.  I told him about my new 
pastorate, and then he said something that I found rather puzzling.  He said, “Don’t die 
on every mountain.  Choose your mountains wisely.”  After a couple of years, I began to 
understand what he meant: not all battles in the church are worth fighting, and you don’t 
have to win them all.  Sometimes you have to look beyond who is right or wrong and ask 
if it’s really worth dividing the church over it. 

Some battles need to be fought, but many do not.  These days we are often told to stand 
up for our rights.  In the church, it is often better to do the opposite: yield your rights for 
the sake of unity.  This is what Paul was telling the church at Rome.  They had a dispute 
over a minor issue, and he urged them to put others’ needs ahead of their own.  How do 
we rise above minor disputes in the local church?  

I. A controversial problem. 
 
A. The dispute had to do with Jewish kosher laws. 

1. Many of the people came from Jewish backgrounds. 
a. Their laws strictly forbade the eating of certain foods, such as pork, 

or fish without scales. 
b. Since they were still new to the faith, they were offended by Gentile 

Christians who ate these foods.   
2. Others came from pagan backgrounds, and they knew nothing about 

clean and unclean foods. 
a. Paul had probably not taught them much about these laws, since 

they no longer mattered. 
b. They likely accused the Jewish Christians of being legalistic. 

B. Evidently, it had become a sore point in the church.   
1. Paul urged them not to judge each other. 

a. Though we are no longer bound by kosher laws, there is nothing 
wrong with eating only kosher food. 

b. Likewise, people who kept kosher laws were not to judge people 
who ate non-kosher food.   
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2. Much church conflict could be resolved if people could simply learn to 
respect one another’s opinions.  
• These days, people have become very in-your-face about their 

Christian freedom, particularly when to comes to clothing and 
music styles.  I must say that such attitudes disturb me.  Is it 
really Christlike to do things that you know are offensive to your 
brothers and sisters in Christ?  I’m not talking about people who 
look for reasons to get upset; I’m talking about people who are 
genuinely offended by such things.  Is it too much to yield some 
of your rights out of respect for other people? 

 
II. A compassionate protocol. 

 
A. We must never do things that will cause others to sin. 

1. Paul knew there was nothing wrong with eating non-kosher food, but 
he was careful of the example he set for others. 
a. He did not want to do anything that might lead others down the 

wrong path, even if his own actions were innocent. 
b. He did not want to cause unnecessary offense.   
• Like most southerners, I love pork, so I’m glad the kosher laws 

no longer apply!  On the other hand, suppose I had a Muslim 
neighbor, and I was trying to witness to him?  I doubt I would 
make a very good impression if I invited his family over to my 
house and tried to serve them pork!  If people are offended by 
the Gospel, that is their problem, but let us be careful about 
causing unnecessary offense to others.    

2. Some actions may not be wrong in themselves, but they can still set 
the wrong example.  
• Billy Graham often explained why he did not drink alcohol.  He 

did not believe it was sinful, but he was careful about the kind of 
example he set.  Suppose someone saw him drinking and 
followed his example?  Suppose that person became an 
alcoholic as a result?  He would have made himself a stumbling 
block for that person.  For that reason, I do not drink alcohol, nor 
do I attend gambling casinos. 
   

B. We must always act in love.  
1. The Gentile believers were within their rights to eat non-kosher food, 

but was it really the loving thing to do? 
a. It wouldn’t have hurt them to abstain from non-kosher food when 

they were in the presence of Jewish believers. 
b. What did they accomplish by offending other believers? 

2. Paul emphasized that they were part of the same family. 
a. They were brothers and sisters in Christ. 
b. Christ died for all of them, Jew and Gentile. 
• My Dad was a career soldier, and he always taught us to respect 

authority.  He once told me, “Your boss isn’t always right, but 
he’s still the boss.”  I’ve applied that same principle to church 
relationships.  Your Christian brothers and sisters aren’t always 
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right, but they’re still your Christian brothers and sisters.  Be 
careful how you treat them! 

 
III. A Christlike perspective. 

 
A. “Let not your good be evil spoken of” – What did Paul mean by that? 

1. What was the “good” or “good thing” to which Paul referred?  Scholars 
are divided among four opinions: 
a. Christian liberty. 
b. The Kingdom of God. 
c. Salvation. 
d. The Gospel. 

2. Regardless of which interpretation is correct, one thing is clear: 
divisions in the church provide fodder for slanderers. 
 

B. The kingdom of God is bigger than food and drink. 
1. We should focus on aspects of the kingdom that really matter. 

a. Righteousness. 
b. Peace. 
c. Joy. 

2. We should do what builds up the church, not what tears it down.  
• Adrian Rogers used to say, “It is better to be divided over truth 

than united around error.”  As far as that goes, I agree.  We 
should never compromise the Word of God for the sake of unity.  
However, most disputes in the church have nothing to do with 
fundamental Christian doctrine.  Most of them are over trivial 
issues, and they could easily be resolved if we simply made the 
effort to resolve them. 

 
Conclusion:  When I was a pastor in Missouri, our local association was part owner of a 
campground.  I served on the camp’s board for several years, and I remember one time 
when we were discussing the prospects of a new building.  One of our board members 
was strongly against it (he agreed that we needed a new building, but he thought this 
particular proposal was too ambitious for our budget).  We had a lengthy discussion, and 
the board decided to go ahead with it.  The aforementioned gentleman voted against the 
project, of course.  A few days later, I received a letter from him, and my heart sank when 
I saw it.  I was sure he was resigning from the board, or that he was going to take us to 
task for approving the project.  To my surprised delight, his letter said nothing of the kind.  
He said he had looked over the plans for the new building, and he had detected some 
flaws that might cause issues with the fire marshal.  He also included some suggestion 
on how to correct them.  His suggestions were discussed at the next meeting, and they 
were enthusiastically approved. 
 
The gentleman opposed the project, but once the board made its decision, he did what 
he could to bring the project to fruition. How I wish more people in the church had his 
attitude!  I’ve seen churches split wide open over much disagreement that were much 
less significant.  We must learn to accept one another in spite of disagreements, and not 
allow ourselves to be divided by petty issues.  Church unity is a fragile thing, so let us do 
what we can to preserve it.    
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