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Romans 14:1–13 

 

Let us pray for an awareness of and inspiration from God’s Spirit. 

God, source of all light, by your Word you give light to the soul. Pour 
out on us the spirit of wisdom and understanding that our hearts and 
minds may be opened. Amen. 

Our reading this morning is from Paul’s letter to the Roman church. We 
pick up right in the middle of a section of the letter that Paul has written 
about the pragmatics of practicing the faith. Specifically, he is writing to 
a community that is made up of a diversity of believers. The book of 
Romans is the longest letter we have from the Apostle Paul, and while it 
is a letter to a specific community about specific issues, it is also 
considered by many to be his most thoughtful and complete theological 
work. He spends the first part of the letter outlining the love that God 
has for humanity. In the second half of the letter Paul emphasizes the 
love that those in the faith community must show to one another because 
of the love they have received from God. These series of exhortations 
bring to bear the love and mercy of God on the Christian community in 
practical ways. The passage focuses on internal matters. Specifically, 
Paul addresses the relationship among people who find themselves at 
opposite ends on two specific issues: whether certain foods are 
appropriate to eat, and whether certain days, festival days, deserve more 
honor than others. 

Listen for a word from God. 
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Romans 14:1–13 

Welcome those who are weak in faith, but not for the purpose of 
quarreling over opinions. 2Some believe in eating anything, while 
the weak eat only vegetables. 3Those who eat must not despise 
those who abstain, and those who abstain must not pass judgment 
on those who eat; for God has welcomed them. 4Who are you to 
pass judgment on servants of another? It is before their own lord 
that they stand or fall. And they will be upheld, for the Lord is able 
to make them stand. 
5Some judge one day to be better than another, while others judge 
all days to be alike. Let all be fully convinced in their own minds. 
6Those who observe the day, observe it in honor of the Lord. Also 
those who eat, eat in honor of the Lord, since they give thanks to 
God; while those who abstain, abstain in honor of the Lord and 
give thanks to God. 7We do not live to ourselves, and we do not die 
to ourselves. 8If we live, we live to the Lord, and if we die, we die 
to the Lord; so then, whether we live or whether we die, we are the 
Lord’s. 9For to this end Christ died and lived again, so that he 
might be Lord of both the dead and the living. 
10Why do you pass judgment on your brother or sister? Or you, 
why do you despise your brother or sister? For we will all stand 
before the judgment seat of God. 11For it is written, “As I live, says 
the Lord, every knee shall bow to me, and every tongue shall give 
praise to God.” 12So then, each of us will be accountable to God. 
13Let us therefore no longer pass judgment on one another, but 
resolve instead never to put a stumbling block or hindrance in the 
way of another. 
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I very much enjoy riding a bike. It seems like since I learned to ride, I 
have always enjoyed riding. In my young teens I was known to leave the 
house in the morning and not come back until dinner having ridden my 
bike almost the entire time exploring new pathways and streets. When I 
was young it gave me a sense of freedom. As I grew older, I rode less 
but still enjoyed it. When I moved from Illinois from the church I began 
serving in my ministry to Texas for my next call, I knew I would be 
moving to a different climate that would be more conducive to riding a 
bike outdoors for many more months of the year than in Illinois. 

I decided when I moved that I would invest in a nice road bike. At the 
time, a road bike could be anywhere in price from several hundred 
dollars to many thousands of dollars. I didn’t want an entry level bike, 
but I also didn’t want a super-expensive bike. I called my friend, Chad, 
who knew a lot about road bikes for advice. He talked me through 
several things to consider, and then I went shopping and found a bike 
that I still ride these more than 13 years later. It was worth the 
investment, and I was correct that I got to ride it a lot when we lived in 
Texas. 

When I lived in Texas, I mostly rode alone. There was a church member 
who invited me to ride with him, but he was much more experienced 
rider, and he regularly did century rides every weekend where he would 
ride for 100 miles. He was much stronger and faster than me. When we 
moved here, I gave me the opportunity to ride with a couple of friends 
regularly, one of whom is my friend Chad who had given me the advice 
about buying my bike. 

Now, Chad is also a more experienced, stronger, and faster rider than I 
am. But we have been friends for a long time, and I had less reservation 
about riding with him than the church member in Texas. Whenever we 
ride together, Chad adapts his speed to meet mine. If he gets ahead of 
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me, particularly on a hill, he slows up to make sure I am with him. He 
consistently checks behind him to make sure I am with him. Last 
summer he encouraged me and we completed my first 50-mile ride 
together. I could not have done it without him. 

Just as there are a variety of gifts among the Body of Christ, so too are 
their different strengths and levels of ability. Forming and maintaining 
unity within such a diverse body of members can cause difficulty. How 
people are welcomed, treated, and valued becomes, for Paul, a primary 
concern for the church. In the early church, like the ones that Paul is 
writing to in Rome, there were particular difficulties as people from 
different traditions and ethnicities began to mingle. 

When we hear the word church today, we tend to think of a large 
building with a sanctuary like ours, often with dozens, or maybe even 
hundreds of people gathered together. In those larger churches, it is 
possible to participate in worship and then go home and have very little 
interaction with others. The churches that Paul was addressing were 
much smaller, intimate gatherings. Paul is addressing house churches; 
small gatherings of people in various homes. There is no possibility of 
being anonymous in this type of gathering. There is no possibility of 
sitting on the other side of the sanctuary from the person with which you 
are annoyed or angry, so you don’t have to speak to them. Welcome and 
hospitality, how the members look after and support one another, are 
pressing issues for these churches that function like extended families. 

Paul talks specifically about those that are “weak” and those that are 
“strong.” In his letter, Paul digs into issues on judgement and 
discrimination, and disparaging remarks around issues of personal 
preference, particularly around eating and honoring particular festival 
days. Now, for any of you who have been involved in a church long 
enough, you know that when it comes to special holidays and food, there 
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are plenty of traditions in the church. How those things are practiced and 
embodied hold a lot of meaning, and when someone wants to change 
how it’s done, then conflict can arise. 

Paul is providing a warning to the early church that they focus on the 
things that matter. Paul isn’t making moral judgements on the 
particularities of the differences in community practice. What is at issue 
for Paul is that each group claims to have the moral high ground over the 
other and they are being judgmental about those practices. One group is 
vegetarian; the other group will eat meat. Some people celebrate festival 
days, others do not. Each group is becoming self-righteous in their 
opinion of the other group with whom they disagree. Paul knows that the 
believers need to figure out how to be together in their disagreement 
because separation from one another is not an option. Paul says that to 
be judgmental is not what God desires, particularly as these practices are 
not essential to the faith.  

As I’ve said previously in other sermons, that’s the tricky part though, 
determining what is essential to the faith, what is a moral cornerstone, 
and what is just a matter of preference or a difference in expression or 
practice. It will always be true that as we follow Jesus, as we live out 
and practice our faith, we will be required to discern which matters are a 
violation of moral norms and what matters are non-essential. When Paul 
tells the followers not to be judgmental and to be welcoming, it requires 
a deeper level of discernment as well in what counts ads being too judgy 
about non-essentials over a holy discernment on what constitutes sin. 
Prior to this passage, Paul spends time in his letter about behaviors and 
attitudes that are not acceptable as a follower of Christ. This is the 
context undergirding and supporting the call to welcome and hospitality 
in non-essential practices of the faith.i There are many churches that say 
that “all are welcome,” but practice a faith that is exclusionary, where 
grace is not extended to all. 
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This week, Russell Moore, the editor of the magazine Christianity 
Today, and a Southern Baptist theologian and preacher, wrote an article 
entitled, “The Trump-Era Laughter at Immigrant Suffering Is Deforming 
Our Souls.”ii Now, I don’t often agree with Russell Moore. As you can 
imagine, as a Southern Baptist preacher, and a progressive Presbyterian 
preacher, he and I have some pretty significant theological differences 
on a number of matters, and some of those matters I believe are moral 
foundations and not just matters of personal preference. But there are 
items on which I find myself agreeing. Russell Moore has been one of 
the few conservative evangelicals who have publicly and frequently 
spoken against Christian Nationalism. He has written a book, titled, 
“Losing Our Religion: An Altar Call for Evangelical America,” which is 
his attempt at reclaiming the evangelical tradition from white Christian 
nationalism and a tribal and factionalized faith. Additionally, Moore has 
been vocal when he believes the current administration’s policies go 
against Christian teaching, and he has called out vulgar behaviors and 
statements by the President. He has received backlash from his public 
comments, including personal attacks from the President, and he was 
removed from his leading role in the Southern Baptist Convention on the 
Ethics and Religious Commission. 

In his article this week, Moore decries the cruelty of laughing at 
another’s suffering and claims that watching the suffering of other 
humans for our entertainment is deforming our souls. He documents the 
treatment of immigrants by the Trump administration, and how humor 
has been used in a cruel manner. He discusses how people in the 
immigration system, who are doing things the “right way,” and 
following all the rules are still being deported. He discusses the nearly 
350,000 Haitians who are here legally being stripped of their temporary 
protected status with threat of being returned to Haiti where gangs 
control most of the country and the threat of violence and death is 
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imminent. Moore discusses the creation of a 1980’s style arcade game 
by the White House, where a white figure can travel the border and 
chase, capture, and deport brown figures. 

Moore, rightly, wonders how we arrived at a place where humor is used 
as a weapon, where cruelty is entertainment, but also recognizes that this 
is not something new. He writes, “as with most beautiful things, when 
twisted, laughter can be the ugliest thing in the world. Jesus was hailed 
by crowds amid great laughter, yes, but he was crucified to the sound of 
laughter too. The soldiers dressed Jesus up in mock kingly costumery 
and made fun of him, enjoying his degradation.” 

He continues, “What we learn to laugh at disciples us. It trains our 
consciences to enjoy and not to recoil from what once would have 
shocked us. A lie becomes a joke which becomes a meme which 
becomes a game which becomes just the way things are. When cruelty 
and degradation are funny, something has happened to us. Something 
breaks, something not easily bound back up. We can laugh our way to 
hell.” 

Moore continues, “Some people created in the image of God came here 
to seek a new life for their children, away from violence and death. They 
were told, by us, that they would have safety. That safety was suddenly 
taken away, and—as with the lies told about them before—some people 
found their humiliation useful. Most of us yawned. And some of us 
laughed.” 

Moore concludes his article by stating that he believes that we can come 
back from this “twisted time,” and states that one way we will know we 
are coming back to some sanity is where there “will be a recovery of 
grief at what is grievous, shock at what is shocking.” And he says that 
we can make a choice about how we treat other humans and our own 
souls. 
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Paul calls for an introspection of the church as well. Will we be centered 
in personal preferences and be judgmental, or will we have concern for 
the most vulnerable? Will we ground ourselves in welcome and love, 
and be open to the other, or will we insist on conformity? Do we seek a 
faith of domination and power, or a faith that seeks to serve and tends to 
those without power? 

Each of these questions are big in scope but how we answer them is 
lived out by every day small actions toward ourselves and others. How 
we mark special days, who we invite to the table to eat, what we choose 
to laugh at, how we call out cruelty, name hypocrisy, use our own 
strengths, how we welcome the stranger and the immigrant, how we 
speak up for those without a voice, how we work to dismantle unjust 
systems, how we feed people, how we share resources, how we form our 
children, how we look back on a bike ride to make sure our friend is still 
with us, and how we slow down to ensure we don’t leave them behind, 
these are the ways and things that matter. These are holy actions and 
they shape our very souls.  

Amen. 

 

 
 

i https://www.workingpreacher.org/commentaries/revised-common-lectionary/ordinary-24/commentary-on-romans-
141-12-6 
ii https://www.christianitytoday.com/newsletter/archive/moore-to-the-point-9-9-2026/ 


