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ow should the Christ-follower respond to culture for maximum gospel impact? 
According to the late Dr. Joe Aldrich, the former President of Multnomah University, a 
wise, effective, maturing believer lives in a state of tension between two poles as he seeks 

to live out his faith in the Church and in the culture. Pole number one represents what he calls 
critical participation or radical identification with believers and unbelievers in grey, amoral, neutral 
areas.  Pole number two is all about critical transcendence, or radical difference in areas which do 
matter where holiness and sound doctrine are concerned.  
 There are, of course, dangers to implementing this lifestyle balance.  Those dangers are 
identified by Aldrich when he writes:  
 

If the vertical dimension is neglected, one faces the temptation of becoming a 
cultural immersionist: a believer whose actions and thoughts are no different than 
those of a nonbeliever. If the horizontal dimension is neglected, one faces the 
temptation of becoming a cultural rejectionist: a believer who has no identification 
with the society in which he lives. The key seems to be maintaining a balance 
between the believer’s radial difference and his radical identification . . . Although 
our Lord expects communication without contamination, we cannot communicate 
effectively without contact (identification).1 

 

                                                           
1Joe Aldrich, Life-Style Evangelism (Portland: Multnomah Press, 1981), 63.   
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A balanced saint, therefore, is one who constantly evaluates and lives in light of these two poles, 
seeking to grow in holiness, while also bringing redemption to an unholy culture by being in and 
near it.   
 Is this not what J. R. Tolkien and C. S. Lewis did years ago?  These great Christian thinkers 
took their creative writing abilities and used them to craft moving, intriguing, and memorable 
stories which communicate biblical concepts to non-biblical people.  You cannot read through 
Lord of the Rings or the Chronicles of Narnia and not see deep and powerful spiritual Christian truths 
woven strategically into the various plots.  Were these gifted, insightful men not leaning more to 
radicial identification while still be radically different?  Did they not write so as to communicate 
the gospel message in a secular environment without becoming contaminated by sinful thinking?  
Indeed.  Go, the, and learn from these men but always be careful regarding the dangers of such 
cutting edge living.  
 Additional dangers natural arise from this life tension. Again, we appeal to the mind of 
Aldrich:  
 

The Christian who is highly involved with nonbelievers but minimally involved 
with Christian fellowship may be in jeopardy. He has lots of identification but is 
in danger of neglecting those things which maintain a healthy radical difference. 
And he is in danger of being absorbed into a nonbelieving culture, thus nullifying 
his distinctive message. On the other hand, the Christian who maintains a radical 
difference without a growing radical identification is likewise nullifying his 
distinctive message. This is because he is being absorbed into a culture that does 
not exist outside of the body of Christ. He is so radically different from 
nonbelievers that no one except believers can identify with him.2 
 

Wise words to live by, but not easy ones to implement.   
 Take, for instance, the Pastor of Disaster, as he is known, one Preston Hocker, of Freedom 
Fellowship Church in Virginia Beach.  In order to spread the gospel, he, an MMA fighter, brings 
his hand to hand combat skills to the church in order to build a bridge to the lost and to help teach 
saints spiritual concepts designed to lead to maturation.  Believe it or not, his church is one of 700 
nationwide which are built around this model.  Could you imagine if we did this?  I think it would 
raise more than a few eyebrows, especially from the saints geared toward radical difference, along 
with those who are probably too old to fight.  It would also lead to a whole host of questions:  
Should the gospel of peace be wedded to a fight club model? Is this going too far in radical 
identification?   
 Ah, now you really understand what I mean by tension between these two poles.  One side 
could argue, “Since the Bible does not forbid a fight ministry, to reach the lost in this culture we 
have to live to some degree where they live.”  The other side could reply, “To start a fight club 
ministry is antithetical to Christ’s teaching concerning turning the other cheek.”  One side would 
probably lead more to Christ, while the other would probably reach less for Christ because they 
are highly limited in their exposure to the lost.   

Aldrich’s teaching about these two poles is one of the best descriptions I’ve ever read 
concerning how to reach the lost and grow up in Christ at the same time.  It is also an excellent 
description of how easily and quickly a local church, like the one in Rome, can wind up in a cage 
of conflict.  Just let a mature believer enjoy and exercise their liberty in Christ near an immature 

                                                           
2 Ibid., 65.   
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believer who is more legalistic and BAM  . . .  you have a fight followed by disunity.  Of course, this 
is not what the Lord desires.  What is on God’s mind concerning this tension is detailed in Romans 
14:1-15:13. 

 

God Desires Unity, Not Disunity, In Life’s Grey Areas (Rom. 14:1-23) 
 
While saints verbally duked it out in the Roman church, Paul gave them ten principles to live by 
in order to create and establish order . . . and peace so the church could, in turn, impact the godless 
Roman world.  
 

• Unity Key #1: Mature saints who enjoy freedom in grey areas should accept immature saints 
who are more restrictive (Rom.14:1-2).   

• Unity Key #2: Check your attitude where non-essentials are concerned (Rom. 14:3).   
• Unity Key #3:  Judge justly, not unjustly (Rom. 14:4).   
• Unity Key #4: Let your conscience be your guide (Rom. 14:5-6).  
• Unity Key #5: Note, how you judge in the here and now will be judged in the hereafter (Rom. 

14:7-12).  
• Unity Key #6: Don’t Be A Problem For Other Saints (Rom. 14:13-15). 
• Unity Key #7: Don’t Focus On The Externals But the Internals (Rom. 14:16-18) 
• Unity Key #8: Be A Builder Not A Blaster (Rom. 14:19-20). 
• Unity Key #9: Don’t Knowingly Do Things In Grey Areas Which Will Bother Others (20-

21). 
• Unity Key #10: Always Check Your Conscience (Rom. 14:22-23). 
 

With chapter 15, Paul develops two more. Although he articulated these concepts 2,000 year ago, 
they are just as applicable in our day for we struggle with and encounter tension between the two 
poles just mentioned.  So, what are we to do?  
 

Unity Key #11: Don’t Be Self-Seeking (Rom. 15:1-6) 
Watch carefully and prayerfully how Paul unpacks this salient point:  

 
1 Now we who are strong ought to bear the weaknesses of those without strength 
and not just please ourselves.  
 

Did you get that?  If not, let’s break it down in chewable bites.  
 First, we encounter a rule to live by in verse one, especially if we are the stronger, more 
mature, more culturally flexible saint.  Where a given grey area is concerned, by what it may (from 
drinking wine to even attending an MMA match in town . . . not at church, of course. ), greater 
responsibility for maintaining peace in the church body rests squarely on the shoulders of the 
stronger, more mature saint. He knows, as R. Kent Hughes aptly points out, that “the quality of 
our unity either attracts or repels the world.”3 Hence, he will, and should, help unity to thrive by 
not enjoying his freedom and liberty in grey areas too much. These are tough, trying words for a 

                                                           
3R. Kent Hughes, Romans: Righteousness from Heaven, Preaching the Word (Wheaton, IL: Crossway Books, 

1991), 278. 

https://ref.ly/logosres/prwdrmns?ref=Bible.Ro15.1&off=2163&ctx=+you+have+loved+me.%0a%7EThe+quality+of+our+u
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culture consumed with making sure we pamper ourselves and get also our way more often than 
not.  

Does any of this describe you?   
 
• It’s may way or the proverbial highway.  
• I’m always right and you are always wrong.  
• Even when I am wrong, you are more wrong.  
• I never give in because that’s something weak people do.  
• I don’t compromise in grey areas for there are no grey areas.   
 

These statements are not statements of holiness. No, they reveal a saint who is not in love with 
love, but with legalism.  
 One church spoken about on Sermon Central is a case study of saints who needed to re-read 
and then apply Romans 15, verse 1:  
  

Bob Russell wrote of a church who, years ago, bickered over the use of a piano. 
Some wanted to use a piano during Sunday worship, others did not. The 
disagreement grew sharp, and the church divided into two sides over the issue. 
One Sunday, when members arrived for church, they discovered a new piano on 
stage. To the horror of half the congregation, someone played the piano during the 
service. The furious members marched out of the building in protest. The following 
Sunday, everyone returned to church, but the piano no longer sat on the stage. 
Those who bought the instrument could not find it, and immediately pointed 
fingers toward those who did not want the piano. For months, the piano remained 
lost. Accusations flew and tempers flared. Six months later, someone finally found 
the missing piano... in the baptistery, where it had sat undiscovered the entire time. 
When a church fights, baptisteries remain unused. “I doubt,” Russell lamented, 
“that God ever blesses a bickering church.” 
 

Does it really matter whether a piano is on the stage or not? Really? Stronger saints should have 
just let this matter go, right? And why in the world did they place the worship piano in the 
baptistery?  The answer is quite simple:  unbelievers were not being converted to Christ so no one 
stepped into the baptismal waters.  It is true.  When churches are divided over secondary, non-
essential issues their evangelistic witness is hamstrung.  
 In light of this, we need to ask, Why should strong, more mature saints acquiesce in grey 
areas?  Verse 1 tells us it is our obligation; it is what we ought to do.  Verse 2 gives us additional 
insight:  
 

2 Each of us is to please his neighbor for his good, to his edification.  
 

“Each of us” means just that: strong/mature and weak/immature believers.  Our goal must 
constantly and collectively be to live for the other saint’s edification.  Husbands, do you do this 
with your wives? Wives, do you do this with your husbands? Children, teens, and students do you 
live this way? Within Christ’s church we are all to be committed to living so we build it up instead 
of tearing it down.  Yes, the strong/mature Christ-follower has a greater responsibility to back-
down in grey areas so peace can ensue; however, this does not mean that weak/immature believers 
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can run the show, as it were.  They are responsible to make sure they are living in such a way that 
their more law sensitive ways aren’t causing huge rifts between believers.   
 Once more, Pastor Hughes offers sagacious advice:  
 

What is the pleasing others that Paul enjoins then? It is a determined adjustment 
of our lifestyle to whatever will contribute to the spiritual good of the other person. 
We are not to cater to the narrowest member of our fellowship, or to Christians 
who have over the years hardened themselves in sub-Biblical legalism, or to allow 
ourselves to be dominated by disordered persons. But there are times when for the 
sake of others we forego a course of action to which we are perfectly entitled4 
 

I could not agree more.   
 This, also, does not mean, as I have stated before, we are to always be accommodating. To 
read through the Bible is to see from the prophets to the disciples that there are, and will be, times 
when truth and morality needs to be guarded by confrontation, argumentation, and 
admonishment.  

John informed a local church he would, in fact, deal personally with a church leader named 
Diotrephes, a man who enjoyed being a control-freak/power-broker leader in the body (3 John 9-
12).  James confronted the wealthy believers in the church who basically ignored and lorded 
themselves over the poor (James 2).  Paul confronted believers in Corinth who pridefully divided 
themselves up over who was baptized by who.  Some relished in the fact Apollos, the great orator 
and teacher, had placed them under the baptismal waters, while others prided themselves in being 
led into the baptismal waters by a man of Paul’s spiritual stature (1 Cor. 1:10-17).  Truth matters, 
as does moral living, therefore, when they are challenged is when wise, godly, and God-fearing 
saints lovingly and candidly step it.   
 Where grey areas are concerned, however, there should be selflessness, acceptance, and 
edification based on love for the other person. Because of brotherly love, we are to alter our 
lifestyles when we are near the other saint(s) in order for peace and unity to reign supremely.  
Jesus, of course, is, as Paul demonstrates, our model for this behavior. He is, to look at it 
contextually the reason for the foregoing Pauline rule. Paul drives this home by quoting from 
Psalm 69, verse 9 and applying it to Jesus:  
 

3 For even Christ did not please Himself; but as it is written, “THE REPROACHES OF 

THOSE WHO REPROACHED YOU FELL ON ME.” 
 

To bend and flex in a grey area does not mean you are weak and inept as a saint. Far from it.  It 
means you are merely walking as Jesus walked.  Prior to His incarnation He enjoyed the 
perfection, magnificence, and peace of heaven.  
 

• He did not have to come down here, live amongst a bunch of legalistic Jews and 
overly open-minded, believe-anything Gentiles.   

• He did not have to come down here and put up with small minded religious 
leaders who condemned Him every time He healed a person on the Sabbath.  

• He did not have to come down here and answer an endless supply of loaded 
questions from unscrupulous people. 

                                                           
4Ibid., 280. 
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• He did not have to put up with spiritually blind people who mocked and beat 
Him during His crucifixion. He did not have to put up with small-minded 
religious people who did not, and could not, handle His heavenly teaching, 
choosing rather to call Him pejorative, diminutive names.   

 
Out of His holy desire to always do the will of the Father, however, He came to save us from our 
sins, not His sin (John 4:34; 6:38; 8:29). Out of love for us flexed beyond measure when He did not 
have to. Paul’s point should be well-taken:  Since our Lord lived like this in grey areas, how can 
we live otherwise and be holy and please Him?   

Turning from this quote from the Psalter, Paul makes a helpful observation:   
 

 4 For whatever was written in earlier times was written for our instruction, so that 
through perseverance and the encouragement of the Scriptures we might have 
hope. 
 

How instructive.  All scriptural stories, regardless of which testament they are from, are divinely 
placed there to teach us how to walk with God as we study the lives of how these saints lived out 
their faith in tough, testy, turbulent times.  

 By engaging in this type of focused biographical study, we who are, by nature selfish and 
me-centered, will be empowered to live differently.  Yes, when we are flexing by letting a piano be 
on a stage, or permitting worship chairs to be a color we may not really like, and so on and so forth 
we will be empowered, by God to persevere to His glory and to the unity of the church.  We will 
also be encouraged by the Lord of the Scriptures, for if anyone knows the importance of 
encouragement when you are surrendering your likes and dislikes for the sake of others, it is the 
Lord.   

Paul makes sure we understand that God will help us grow up in grey areas by spelling it 
out in the ensuing verses of this pericope:  

 
 5 Now may the God who gives perseverance and encouragement grant you to be of 
the same mind with one another according to Christ Jesus, 6 so that with one 
accord you may with one voice glorify the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ. 
 

Let me put these words in perspective.  
 There is a church which had a huge, divisive argument over coffee . . . the ultimate 
millennial drink.  For years they enjoyed a mild Folger’s brew; however, as time passed, more 
coffee aficionados wanted a stronger Starbucks brew.  So they switched and it was not long until 
the coffee wars ensued.  Fighting like this, especially over something that is not that crucial to life 
(no, coffee isn’t a staple for living well), can take the energy and joy out of your life.  It can also 
cause you to lose respect for people and for the church.  Yet, as cooler, more mature heads prevail 
and compromises are made, God must step in and help everyone concerned to persevere and be 
encouraged so that the Holy Father, ultimately, is glorified because we are unified.  Did you get 
that?  Our worship is intimately and intrinsically connected with how we deal with these grey 
areas with each other.  If we happen to fight over the blend of coffee, it will impact our worship 
and wear saints out.  God, of course, would not be worshipped because our disunity would kill 
worship.   
 If you are muttering under your breath, “Yeah, but how could I worship without a dark 
blend cup of Joe?”  You might need to listen to this entire sermon again.  
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 So, what about you?  What are you willing to give up, at least corporately, so there is peace 
in a grey area?  Where are you dug in when you should not be? Where are you being a nitpicker 
as a good legalist?  To build unity, which is the goal of all saints, I think selfishness should be 
replaced by selflessness after the order of our Lord.  It’s time to get to work.   
 A final concept designed to build peace in grey areas is recorded upon the parchment of 
verses 7 through 13:  

 

Unity Key #12: Do Be All-Embracing (Rom. 15:7-13) 
Paul drives home this timeless truth first with a direct message, a command if you will:  

 
 7 Therefore, accept one another, just as Christ also accepted us to the glory of God.  
 

The conclusion of the whole matter is we are called, by God, to accept every believer for who they 
are.  No, he is not saying we should overlook sin and erroneous, or sub-par biblical teaching. Far 
from it.  He is saying, conversely, that the body of Christ is composed of all sorts of people.   
 

• Some are educated. Some never had the opportunity. Some didn’t care for any 
training beyond high school. 

• Some are refined. Some are rough.  
• Some are articulate. Some can’t talk their way across the street.  
• Some think quickly. Some think slowly.  
• Some are emotionally stable. Some are emotionally something akin to a roller 

coaster.  
• Some are extremely gifted. Some wonder what happened to them when God 

dispensed those gifts.  
• Some love to be with people. Some like to withdraw like a monk in a cave.  
• Some had easy lives. Some had hard, sad, complicated lives.  
• Some come from strict Christian homes where there were rules for everything. 

Some come from ruleless non-Christian homes where everyone pretty much 
did their own proverbial thing.  

• Some . . . you can fill in the blank, right?  
 

The list is, well, endless.   The point is no matter who we are, where we are from and so forth, we 
are to lovingly and gladly accept . . . not just tolerate . . . each other.  Do you? Will you? Or do you 
say, “Ok, I’ll tolerate that saint/person who is wound tightly so long as they don’t bother me.”  
That is not what Paul is talking about. You probably need to utter this prayer: Lord help me to be 
more accepting of other saints and less judgmental.   
 In typical Pauline style, the apostle moves in verses 8 through 13 to drive home the divinely 
inspired message he just uttered. Here we find what I’ll call Paul’s model for us to live and learn 
from:  

 
8 For I say that Christ has become a servant to the circumcision on behalf of the 
truth of God to confirm the promises given to the fathers . . .  
 

How does this model break down as an argument?  As we get into this, remember Paul is now 
showing us what acceptance in the multi-diversity body of Christ looks like.  



The Book of Romans           Romans 15 

8 
 
 
 
 

 First, Paul demonstrates that Jesus accepts Jews who have now become members of the 
New Covenant by means of faith.  He lays emphasis upon the fact that Jesus became a servant to 
the Jews, viz, the people of the circumcision, in order to fulfill the Father’s plan to fulfill all of the 
Old Testament covenants with His chosen people (Deut. 7).  Isaiah prophesied the Messiah 
would, in fact, be a servant to the people, going so far as laying His holy life down for theirs (Isa. 
53).  When Jesus came, He not only talked about being a servant (Mark 10:45; Luke 22:27; Gal. 
4:4-5), He focused His ministry first and foremost on “the lost sheep of the house of Israel” (Matt. 
15:24), and He also selflessly served the law-oriented, sometimes highly legalistic Jews (Matt. 8:1-
13; Matt. 9).  Yes, His people had overly strict consciences.  Since their formation as a nation at 
Sinai, this tiresome tendency flowed through their veins.  Yet, Jesus still served them so He could 
go to the cross and secure redemption promised through the prophets.   
 The word here is, then, for the Gentile in the Roman church.  His conscience was not a 
strict as that as a Jew, hence he typically was not bothered too greatly by the so-called grey areas 
which troubled the Jews.  Paul’s word to them cannot be missed here:  Since Jesus lovingly accepts 
and embraces Jews who come to Him in faith and He places them in His church, Gentiles should 
accept and embrace them as well.  
 Second, in verses 9 through 12, Paul turns and talks openly and specifically about how the 
Old Testament Scriptures overtly prophesied that God’s intention all along was to bring His truth 
and His gospel to the Gentiles. Paul’s words here, no doubt, are directed to the Jewish Christians 
in the church who had problems with God’s calling of the loose-living Gentiles into the Church.  
The Apostle validates his point by quoting from the  

 
9 and for the Gentiles to glorify God for His mercy; as it is written, “Therefore I will 
give praise to You among the Gentiles, and I will sing to Your name.” 10 Again he 
says, “Rejoice, O Gentiles, with His people.” 11 And again, “Praise the Lord all you 
Gentiles, And let all the peoples praise Him.” 12 Again Isaiah says, “There shall come 
the root of Jesse, and He who arises to rule over the Gentiles, in Him shall the 
Gentiles hope.”  
 

Paul quotes from all over the Old Testament (viz., the writings, vv. 9b and 11; the law, v. 10, and 
the prophets, v. 12) to prove to the Jewish believers that even though God never clearly told them 
one day He would build a church composed of Jews and Gentiles, this did not mean He had no 
redemptive plan for Gentiles. Quite the contrary.  Various Old Testament books demonstrate 
God’s love for the Gentiles and His desire to save them.  
 Verse 9 is a quote from 2 Samuel 22:50 and Psalm 18:49. Verse 10 is a quote from Moses in 
Deuteronomy 32:43 calling Gentiles to rejoice with God’s people, the Jews. Verse 11 is from David’s 
pen in Psalm 117:1 where the King calls Gentiles to praise God. Verses 12 is from the prophet Isaiah 
who had much to say about God loving Gentiles. The quote here from Isaiah 11:10 concerning the 
coming messianic/Davidic king underscores the need for Gentiles to realize their spiritual, 
redemptive hope is found only in Him.  Talk about an airtight case.  Any Jew reading these words 
in Rome must have stopped at this point and looked down at their shoes as God convicted them 
of their judgmental attitude toward the very Gentiles God called into His Church. They are heirs 
together with Israel (Eph. 3:6), which means that God accepts them . . . spiritual baggage and all 
. . ., therefore, so, too should the Jews. 

In summary, those whom God accepts we should accept, especially in grey areas where 
doctrine and morals are not in question.  Do you? Will you? Will you accept a saint who is wound 
tighter than you so you don’t offend him or her?  Will you be more flexible with a saint who enjoys 
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his freedom in Christ to enjoy life a little more, or will you continue to judge his every move in 
areas where Jesus does not judge him?  Will you commit right now to strive daily to really develop 
a wise, godly balance between critical participation or radical identification and critical 
transcendence or radical difference?  The unity of the body of Christ awaits your decision, and the lost 
world is waiting for you to figure out how you can best reach them with the life-given gospel.  

 Much is at stake. Perhaps that is why Paul closed with a prayer for through prayer God 
can and will unleash His power in our lives to live differently.  I pray the same prayer over myself 
and you, asking God to work a wonder in our lives:   

 
13 Now may the God of hope fill you with all joy and peace in believing, so that you 
will abound in hope by the power of the Holy Spirit.  

 
Hope. That is what God wants weak and strong saints to possess because it will show them they 
can find joy and peace in grey areas.  How will they obtain this coveted hope?  Good question.  
The answer is clear.  Hope comes by means of the Holy Spirit.  He, like nitro shot into a beefed up 
engine, gives you power beyond your power to live differently with those who are, well, different.   
 Do you have a complex situation with other saints right now involving a grey area? Do you 
have a complex situation which is petty in its base form but has blossomed into a full-blown issue, 
resulting in division between you and another saint? You need to covenant today to be accepting 
of the other saint, and you need to avail yourself from the power on high to power through to 
peace.  So, go ahead.  Ask God for help and then watch Him work. And when He works things 
like a piano sitting on a worship stage won’t wind up somehow in a baptistery.  No. that piano 
will become not a point of contention but a point of redemption, peace, and hope, the very things 
the Church should be about.  

 
 
 
   
 

 

 


