Sermon: Romans 14:1-12 — 13th September 2020
You Tube Video: https://youtu.be/KJRFqkvejzo
There was a Christian professor who went on a mission trip to central America. He knew that at the mission site men were supposed to wear long pants, so out of respect for local custom he wore long pants. It was Sunday and he decided to play a bit of soccer with some of the local village boys. His local team leader came up to him and asked him why he as a conference participant he was playing a competitive game like soccer on a Sunday. Apparently the local Christians thought there was something wrong with competitive sports and would not think of playing soccer on a Sunday.

Christians can feel conscience bound to live out their Christian faith in many different ways. What a person feels conscience bound to do can depend on many different things. It can depend on a person’s cultural background, family customs, denomination, who introduced them to the faith, life circumstances and experiences, personality and many other factors. Some Christians feel conscience bound not to drink alcohol for example. I know of a person from a Methodist background who became a Lutheran and had a real struggle coming to terms with the fact that most Lutherans have no problem with drinking alcohol. Other Christians don’t listen to secular music, watch certain TV shows or movies and would never ever read certain fictional books. Some Christian women wear a covering over their heads. Some Christians don’t eat red meat on Fridays. Others cross themselves when they enter church, receive a blessing or pray. Some mediate on icons of Jesus and the Holy Trinity and others burn candles and incense when they worship and pray. Some Christians use prayer beads, others have altars in their homes where they pray, some practice meditation, fasting and other spiritual disciplines. 
The Bible does not give instructions on many of the things Christians do. When it comes to rules like do not kill, do not commit adultery, do not steal, do not have any other gods before me, the Bible is very clear and we have a right and a Christian duty of love and care to bring these things to the attention of a brother or sister. We even have the responsibility of encouraging them to repent for the sake of their eternal welfare. When it comes to the gospel of Jesus Christ and the good news that we are saved by grace through faith in Jesus Christ’s death and resurrection, that also is clear and not negotiable. When it comes to what clothes to wear, whether or not to drink alcohol, what books to read, movies to watch, music to listen to, or what computer games to play the Bible is not as clear. When it comes to certain spiritual practices and styles of worship the Bible is not specific. When it comes to those things it is up to the individual’s conscience. 
Paul reminds us that rather than judging our brothers and sisters in Christ because of their differences, Christian love will lead us to be considerate toward them. If you have concerns about someone’s faith then you don’t make life harder for them by judging things about which there are no clear Biblical instructions, instead welcome them so that their faith can grow as they take part in the life of the Christian community. Focus on what unites you to your brothers and sisters in Christ, your faith in Jesus. Remember Jesus died for them just as much as he died for you. Remember that your salvation depends on what Jesus has done for you, not on the devotional practices you do or don’t follow. 
Instead of judging those who are different to us we are encouraged to invite them into our lives, as the brothers and sisters in Christ that they are. If you invite a vegetarian to your meat-eating household, treat them with love and maybe even go without meat for one meal. If you invite your meat loving Christian friend, cook a prime cut just for them while you have your usual vegetables, even if you struggle with the smell of cooked meat. Most importantly don’t judge others by things that God gives no instructions about, but rather celebrate the fact that God’s love is wide enough and deep enough and high enough to welcome all kinds of people into his family. You never know you may even learn something new that becomes a great help to you in your own walk with God.

What is important is that whatever you do you do it for God. If you abstain from meat thank God for your vegetables, and if you eat meat thank God for the prime cut on your plate. If you have certain devotional practices do them for God and to the glory of God. If they help you to keep your eyes fixed on Jesus keep doing them. At the same time don’t try and force others to do something because it is working for you, especially if it places an unnecessary burden on them and therefore does harm to their faith. What is holy to you may not be holy to someone else. Thank God for those things you regard as holy and thank God and respect those things your brothers and sisters in Christ regard as holy. Be thankful that God has been so generous with us that he has given us a smorgasbord of spiritual practices that we can use to help us in our walk of faith. 

In the end we are all answerable to God and it is God’s job to finally judge us. Thankfully the great news is that through Jesus we already know what that judgement will be. Christ has died for all your sins and Christ has been raised for your salvation. In the end you will be kneeling before your Lord Jesus with millions of brothers and sisters from different times and places and different lifestyles and spiritual practices. You will be waiting for your final judgement and hearing the sweet words from the lips of the one who hung on the cross for you, “Father forgive them.” Amen.
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