Ending Christian Intolerance

Romans 14:1-12


In our culture today, tolerance has been exalted as the highest virtue to be embraced and pursued (repeat). Christian author Daniel Taylor suggests that intolerance is the only serious sin left in our culture. Taylor says, "America is sick of intolerant people and it’s not going to tolerate them anymore.” 
But Taylor asks whether it’s really authentic tolerance that our culture is embracing. According to Taylor, genuine tolerance assumes that you first object to something and then make the choice to tolerate it. Taylor says, "You do not have to tolerate that which you already accept or affirm.” 

Christian author Chuck Colson had this to say about tolerance: “What our culture really insists on isn’t tolerance, but rather "forced neutrality.” You see, generally, our culture insists on never voicing disagreement or objection to anything.”

For example, when followers of Jesus look at the increasing popularity of Buddhism in the American culture, what does genuine tolerance really look like? Daniel Taylor would say that it’s Christians saying, "Well, we think the main ideas of Buddhism aren’t true because they are in conflict with the Christian faith, but Buddhists are free to practice their faith freely and without hindrance, this is America.” 
But Colson’s view of "forced neutrality" simply won’t accept that, but instead it insists that Christians say, "Well, you know, Buddhism is just as true and valid of a way to know God as any other religion is, including the Christian faith."
Now it’s kind of ironic to me that Colson would make this statement since he signed the 1994 Evangelicals and Catholics Together Agreement, joining together with then, Pope John Paul II, who is on record for promoting ironically forced neutrality. 

Back in the late 80’s and in the 90’s, Pope John Paul II gathered all the major religions of the world together saying that they were all worshipping the same God together. 

But regardless, truth is truth, no matter who says it and forced neutrality does exist.

So it’s because tolerance is defined as this "forced neutrality" that our culture views followers of Jesus as intolerant. This is why Daniel Taylor says, "Intolerance is our society’s greatest sin. “The intolerant person is the one thing that cannot be tolerated, the one person who must be shamed or silenced".

What should we make of our culture’s obsession with tolerance? G. K. Chesterton called tolerance the virtue of people who don’t believe anything anymore.
Some Christians suggest that tolerance isn’t a virtue at all, that Christians should proudly wear the badge of intolerance because it shows that we’re strong in our convictions. Yet I hesitate to go quite that far, because I think, although tolerance has its limits, tolerance is a virtue in its proper context.

Today I want to talk to you about "Ending Christian Intolerance." I’m not talking about intolerance toward Christians, but I’m talking about intolerance within the Christian community. Specifically I want to talk about how tolerance should function within the Christian community. 
We’re going to see that tolerance has an important role to play in our quest to live as an authentic Christian community and that perhaps our failure to embrace the principle of tolerance within the Church is one reason why our culture views Christians as so hateful and mean-spirited. 
And so today we’re going to look at what the principle of Christian tolerance is, what qualifies for tolerance and finally some reasons why tolerance is important as we continue our study in the book of Romans together.

Over the past few weeks, we’ve been in chapters 12 through 16 looking at "The Good News About God’s Community." In this section we’ve been seeing how the implications of the Christian message are to be lived out and embodied in the Christian community. 
It all starts with each of us realizing that the proper response to God’s Good News about Jesus Christ is to surrender ourselves fully to God, as living sacrifices. Only then will we be able to understand how to live as God’s community in our culture.

And so if you have your Bibles with you this morning, please turn with me to Romans 14, starting at verse 1. The message this morning is entitled, “Ending Christian Tolerance.” (Pray)

The Principal of Tolerance (Romans 14:1)

Let’s look at verse 1 together (read). We learn here that there were two basic groups in the Roman churches-those Paul characterizes as "weak in faith" and those who he views as "strong in faith." Now just by phrasing it that way, obviously Paul viewed being strong in the faith as preferable and he counts himself as part of those who are strong in faith. 
And we’ll look at how these two groups differed from each other in a few minutes.
But for now, notice that Paul wants all the followers of Jesus to "accept" those who are weak in their faith. 
The Greek word "accept" here means "to welcome" or "to receive someone into a relationship and to treat that person as a genuine Christian brother or sister." This means more than just smiling and shaking their hand, but truly embracing them and welcoming them into your life.

Paul wants this acceptance to be genuine, with no hidden agenda or strings attached. He warns us not to accept someone for the purpose of changing their mind in these "disputable matters." 
What Paul is calling for here is genuine tolerance, not just putting up with someone. If tolerance assumes we disagree or object to something, Paul is telling us to accept people we have these differences of opinion with without trying to change their mind.

Now this tolerance is restricted to what Paul calls "disputable matters" and we’ll talk in a few minutes about what does and doesn’t qualify as a disputable matter-this is important. But first here’s the principle of Christian tolerance: As followers of Jesus, God calls us to promote tolerance among Christians on disputable matters. 

So, authentic Christian tolerance is an issue for followers of Jesus Christ in their relationships with each other. This is a principle for ordering our community and our relationships with other Christians, a principle for how we interact with members of this church and members of other Christian churches.

What Qualifies for Tolerance? (Romans 14:2-3)

Now the question that cries out to be answered is this: "What qualifies for Christian tolerance?" Aren’t there limitations to this kind of tolerance? Is a "disputable area," an issue of doctrine or an issue of morals?

Well, fortunately Paul gives us an example of what he’s talking about in verses 2-3 (read). Here we find that the "weak in faith" are genuine Christians whose faith is fragile in the sense that it doesn’t provide them assurance or confidence to do certain things. Their faith in Christ is real, but there’s a "weakness in assurance" that doesn’t permit them to do certain things that other Christians seem to have the freedom to 

do.

Now the "weak in faith" at the church in Rome were Christians who didn’t eat meat, but instead ate only vegetables. And we are going to learn in verse 5 that there were also Christians who thought only certain days were sacred in God’s eyes. 
Based on the context of the book of Romans, we can conclude that the "weak in faith" were mostly Jewish Christians who still felt obligated to practice the Jewish food laws and observe the Sabbaths and festivals found in the Law of Moses. 
The "strong" were mostly non-Jewish Christians (although Paul sees himself as part of the strong even though he’s Jewish) and the strong in faith felt under no obligation to live by the food laws and Sabbath laws of the law of Moses, because for them Christ was the end of the law of Moses (Romans 10:4).

Now let’s remember the background to the church in Rome. The Christian church was almost exclusively Jewish for the first few decades after Jesus rose from the grave. 
These early Christians continued observing the Jewish dietary laws, meeting for worship on the Jewish Sabbath and frequenting the Jewish temple because they were all Jewish. The dietary laws and Sabbath laws especially had unique significance in the first century to Jewish people. 
Just about 180 years before Paul wrote these words, the Jews had experienced horrible suffering at the hands of the Syrian king Antiochus IV for not eating pork and refusing to abandon the Sabbath. 
At that time, the Jewish dietary laws and Sabbath laws became a kind of badge of loyalty for Jewish people. One historian says, "To abandon food laws and Sabbaths was to betray everything which had been most compelling and moving in the Jewish history of the past two centuries.”

Now in 49 AD, about fifteen years after Jesus rose from the grave, the Roman Emperor Claudius kicked all the Jewish people out of the city of Rome, both Jewish Christians and Jewish non-Christians alike. 
We know this from the Roman historian Seutonius. And so with all the Jewish Christians kicked out, the church in Rome took a distinctively non-Jewish turn, with 
the people coming to Christ all being non-Jewish and therefore having no problem with eating non-kosher food and worshiping on different days of the week. 
After several years, Claudius died and the Jews were permitted to return to Rome. However, the church the Jewish Christians found in Rome was very different than the church they’d left, because now it was filled with mostly non-Jewish Christians. 
Much of what Paul has written in Romans has been to bring these two groups together, to help them love and appreciate each other despite their differences.

The Old Testament law nowhere forbids Jewish people from eating all meat. It forbids eating certain kinds of meat-like pork-but it allows for other meat, like chicken and beef.  But even the meat Jews were permitted to eat could only be eaten if it was prepared in a certain manner, so even permitted meat wasn’t kosher unless it was slaughtered according to Old Testament rituals. 
Historians suggest that it’s likely that when the Jews were kicked out of Rome all the Jewish slaughterhouses were closed, so when the Jews eventually returned to Rome they had no way of obtaining meat that met the requirements of the law of Moses. 
So the logical thing for many of them would be to abstain from meat altogether, much like the prophet Daniel did in the Old Testament when he chose a diet of only vegetables because even the permitted meat wasn’t prepared according to Old Testament rituals and thus wasn’t truly kosher. 
We also learn later in the chapter that these Jewish Christians also wanted to keep celebrating the Jewish Sabbath and festivals.

Paul views these Christians as "weak in faith." Now there’s no evidence that these Jewish Christians were doing these things in order to somehow earn God’s favor. There’s also no evidence that they were insisting that other Christians had to do these things in order to be acceptable to God. 
If they’d been doing that (what Bible teachers call Judaizing), then Paul would’ve told them they were believing a false gospel, like he told the Judaizers in the book of Galatians. So it appears that they weren’t pushing their convictions on others-at least not directly,but their faith in Christ simply didn’t give them the freedom to stop following the Jewish dietary laws and observing the Jewish Sabbath laws.
Christians who don’t have those scruples are described  the "strong in faith." Now to the "strong in faith" Paul commands them in verse 3 not to look down on those who are weak. The verb he uses here means "to despise" a person, to treat someone as 
"worthless" or as having no value. 
There’s a strong note of contempt in this word, because the strong in faith would be tempted to treat the weak in faith with a mocking, contemptuous attitude.

Then also in verse 3, Paul commands the "weak in faith" not to "condemn" the strong. To "condemn" here means to judge the behavior of the strong as unacceptable to God-in this case the behavior of eating meat that’s not kosher and not observing the Sabbath laws. Christians weak in faith would be tempted to view the behavior of the strong as unacceptable to God. 
Paul reminds the "weak in faith" that God has accepted the strong. In fact, the word "accept" here in verse 3 is the same word that’s used in verse 1. If God has welcomed the strong into a relationship without insisting that they follow the Jewish dietary laws and observe the Sabbath, the weak should welcome them too.

And so from this specific example, we find what qualifies for Christian tolerance: A disputable matter is an honest difference of opinion between Bible believing Christians on how to best apply a Biblical principal. 

What we find here is not the legalism that we find addressed in Paul’s letter to the Galatians, where some Jewish Christians were teaching that everyone had to embrace the law of Moses in order to be accepted by God. 
Instead, what we find here is an honest difference of opinion and although Paul has his own convictions as someone strong in faith, he admits that there is room for honest difference of opinion on how to best apply Biblical principles.

Now at this point I want to make something very clear to you. Paul is NOT calling for tolerance in areas of essential Christian doctrine. He’s not saying, "There’s no such thing as truth" or "all religions are equally true." 
In fact, doctrine is really the key difference between what Paul says here and what Paul says about the Judaizers in the book of Galatians. In Galatians we also find Jewish Christians still practicing various parts of the law of Moses, but the difference is that they are also teaching that everyone had to do these things in order to be accepted by 
God. So in Galatians Paul doesn’t pull any punches. He calls the Judaizing message a false gospel that contradicts the true message of God’s grace. But in Rome, some Christians simply didn’t feel comfortable eating all food and worshiping on any other day. So in this case, Paul encourages tolerance. 
Again, I want to make this crystal clear-that when there’s essential Christian doctrine at stake, as followers of Jesus we need to stand firm.

Christian tolerance also is NOT tolerance in areas of clear moral absolutes. The Bible clearly teaches that there are moral absolutes, that there’s such a thing as right and such a thing as wrong. Some Christians think tolerance means giving up moral absolutes. 
For example, there are some churches that advertise themselves with the phrase "open and affirming congregations."  That means that these churches welcome practicing homosexuals into their fellowship and don’t teach what the Bible clearly teaches-that homosexual behavior is unacceptable to God-that’s it is sin. 

By the way, if I were preaching in Canada, what just said to you is now against the law.

I would be thrown in jail. The persecution is coming to America folks-it’s closer than you think. It is mind boggling to me why the church is even debating this issue when it’s so clear what the Bible has to say about it.

But that’s not what Paul is encouraging us to do here-he is not encouraging tolerance in the areas of clear moral absolutes. Remember that the difference here is over the application of biblical principles. The Christian church can’t afford to water down the clear moral teachings of the Bible.

Now the debate in the churches in Rome was specifically about diet and days. So it was in application of the Jewish law of Moses that there were honest differences of opinion. Christians still differ about this today. 
Some congregations are Judaizing, actually teaching that if you don’t observe the Jewish dietary laws, Sabbath laws and festivals that you’re unacceptable to God or at least not as acceptable to God as you would be if you did these things. 
One church I read about teaches that Sunday worship is the mark of the beast from the book of Revelation. So, in their opinion, we’ve taken the mark of the beast by worshipping here today rather than yesterday. But other Christians simply feel 
personally convicted in the area of diet and days. For instance, many Jewish messianic congregations still feel the need to practice the dietary laws, worship on Saturday and celebrate the Jewish festivals. So clearly the issues of diet and days are still relevant.

However, there are lots of other areas we could apply this principle of Christian tolerance to. Let me give you a few contemporary examples:

The first area is the great debate over drinking alcohol. This difference is between those who argue for drinking in moderation and those who argue for total abstinence. Both viewpoints agree that the Bible teaches that drunkenness is wrong, that the Bible is true when it says, "Don’t get drunk" in Ephesians 5:18. 
Now, because of some people’s past history of drug and alcohol abuse, they are weak in faith in this area. They totally abstain from all forms of alcohol because they believe Alochol Anonymous is true when it says, "One is too many and a thousand never enough." 
Now I need to be honest with you. For much of my Christian life, it really bothered me when I saw other Christians drink socially. If I was at a home Bible study and noticed a few beers in the refrigerator, I had a tendency to be judgmental. 
Now Christians who drink socially in moderation don’t bother me any more, but for a few years it did and I violated this principle by judging these Christians as somehow being less acceptable to God than I was because I chose total abstinence. Clearly both abstainers and those who choose moderation need to embrace this principle of tolerance.

Another area of great debate is worship style. This debate is between whether a church should embrace a traditional worship style or a contemporary worship style. In fact, many pastors call this debate "the worship wars" because many churches have become battle grounds over musical style and use of modern media in the worship experience. 
Now again, both sides agree that worshiping God is important, but it’s the application of that biblical principle where churches differ. For a few years in my Christian life, I went as far as looking down on traditional, more established churches thinking that they were dead. 
I’d think to myself, "They really need to get with the 20th century or at least the 19th century.” All I would find myself doing is inwardly criticizing. And it wasn’t until God 
convicted me that this was wrong that I began to realize that I was violating this principle of Christian tolerance. Proponents of both traditional and contemporary worship need to apply this principle of Christian tolerance.

Finally, there is the great debate about education. There’s an ongoing debate among Bible believing Christians about whether homeschooling, public schooling or private schooling is the best option for the Christian parent. 
Now again, all three sides of the debate agree that educating our kids to live as faithful followers of Jesus is the calling of every Christian parent, but it’s in the application of that principle where there’s difference. 
And this debate over education can sometimes get ugly. There are extreme advocates of all three positions, with some public schoolers looking at homeschoolers and private schoolers as paranoid, separatist radicals and some advocates of homeschooling looking at public and private schooling as compromisers and questioning whether they’re even genuine Christians. 
And I need confess again that at time of my Christian life I’ve been judgmental of Christians who have different convictions in the area of education. Clearly this is another area where we need to exercise this principle of Christian tolerance.

The Reasons for Christian Tolerance (Romans 14:4-12)

This brings us to the question of why this is such a big deal. Why is it such a big deal? Well, in verses 4-12 Paul gives us several reasons why intolerance in these disputable areas is destructive to the Christian community. He rattles off these reasons like an automatic machine gun, I think, so that we’re overwhelmed with them (read).

Intolerance underestimates God’s power. Verse 4 reminds us of this when Paul tells the weak in faith that the strong in faith "will stand because God is able to make him stand." Standing is the equivalent of persevering in the Christian faith and falling is the idea of falling away or in other words, abandoning our walk with Jesus.  
So the point here is that God is powerful enough to cause both the weak in faith and the strong in faith to persevere, to stay faithful to Jesus, to press forward in the Christian faith. Now this specific statement seems addressed to the weak in faith, those Christians who are tempted to judge Christians for their actions because they’re doing things the weak in faith don’t have the faith to do. 

The tendency of the Christian who is weak in faith is to think that the debatable behavior of the stronger Christian will cause the stronger Christian to fall away. Paul wants the weaker Christian to know that God is the one who enables the stronger Christian to persevere.

Notice that it’s not the strength of faith that causes the Christian to stand, but it’s the power of God. The strength and weakness of the faith is the strength or weakness in conviction to do certain things, not strength or weakness in how much they love Jesus or are devoted to Jesus. God’s explosive power goes beyond our expectations, beyond what we think is possible. When we’re intolerant in these disputable areas, we underestimate God’s power.

Intolerance also undermines people’s personal convictions. Regardless of where you stand on these disputable matters, you come to your position based on personal conviction. It’s likely that you’ve prayed about it, you’ve studied the Bible on the topic and you’ve sought counsel from other Christians. This is what Paul means in verse 5 when he says, "Let each one be fully convinced in his own mind." In other words, this is an area of personal conviction. 

When we’re intolerant of diversity in these areas we undermine people’s personal convictions, we cause them to start second guessing themselves. So Paul simply allows for diversity of convictions in these disputable areas, without attempting to change each other’s minds.

Intolerance questions people’s motives. Paul speaks in verse 6 about eating meat to the Lord and abstaining from certain kinds of food to the Lord. In other words, Paul is assuming here that both those strong Christians who have the liberty to eat anything set before them and the weak Christians who simply can’t bring themselves to break the Jewish dietary rituals are all motivated by a desire to please God. 
Both thank God for the food they receive and both live out their convictions as an expression of their devotion to Jesus. 

Now here both weak and strong in faith have a real tendency to question whether attitudes and behaviors they differ on are really expressions of devotion to Jesus. Here we have a tendency to come to our own conclusions about why a person lives out their particular convictions and usually our conclusions aren’t very flattering. 
Maybe we figure our Christian friend is just a legalist, or paranoid or afraid, or judgmental. When we’re questioning motives, we’re not living by this principle of Christian tolerance in disputable areas. We can’t truly judge a person’s motive anyway.

Only God knows the heart of man.

Intolerance minimizes Christ’s lordship. In verses 8-9, Paul speaks of Christ being Lord over the living and the dead, that his Lordship extends beyond the boundaries of even life and death. Because of Christ’s Lordship, nothing in our lives lies beyond the scope of that Lordship. 
Think about it. If life and death itself are under his Lordship, then surely things like what we eat or don’t eat, what we drink or don’t drink, issues like dancing, going to movies, decisions about drinking, worship style and how to best educate our kids are all within the scope of Christ’s Lordship. 
All of these things are under Christ’s authority. When we act with intolerance in these disputable areas, we minimize Christ’s Lordship. Either we give the impression that Christ’s Lordship doesn’t concern these issues or we place ourselves as Lord in our Christian friend’s life about what pleases God and what doesn’t. 
Either way, we minimize the reality that Christ is Lord of heaven and earth, the dead and the living, the entire galaxy and all that is.

Intolerance seizes God’s role in people’s lives. When we judge another person on disputable matters, we place ourselves in the position of judge over that person. This is why Paul reminds us that all followers of Jesus will stand before God’s judgment seat. 
Each one of us will give an account for our own lives to God. We won’t be asked to give an account of anyone else’s life, but our own. 

The temptation of Christians weaker in their faith to judge others and the temptation of Christians stronger in their faith to look down on others is really a temptation to seize God’s role, to hold in possession without right by force God’s role. 
And when you think about it, seizing God’s role is really the root sin that caused the human race to plunge into rebellion against God in the first place. Isn’t that what Adam and Eve did when they rejected God’s command and tried to set themselves up as gods themselves? 
Isn’t this what Paul was talking about back in Romans 1, when he described all human beings as exchanging the truth of God for a lie and worshiping and serving creation rather than the Creator (Romans 1:25)? 
So, in a sense, when we practice intolerance in these areas, we fall into the very root sin that caused the human race’s need for the gospel in the first place. But we practice this sin in the name of our faith, in the name of God, which is where some of the worst kinds of sins come from. 
In the name of God, we subtly seize God’s role as judge and creator, exalting ourselves into the throne of God by our intolerant attitude toward followers of Jesus who differ from us on disputable matters. Not matters of doctrine or morals, but disputable.

And this is why God calls us to practice Christian tolerance in these disputable matters. Now, just to make sure you have heard me clearly, this principle DOES NOT apply to essential Christian doctrine or clear moral absolutes. 
This principle of Christian tolerance relates to honest differences of opinion among Bible believing Christians about how to best apply biblical principles. In this area, Christian intolerance must end.

When you really think about it, this principle of tolerance is a kind of bare minimum requirement for the Christian community. Remember, Jesus didn’t say, "A new command I give to you, to tolerate each other, by this all people will know you are my followers, by the fact that you put up with each other." 
The New Testament ethic is an ethic of love, to love one another with sacrificial love, the kind of love Jesus himself embodies in his life and resurrection. Unfortunately, we sometimes justify intolerance in disputable areas in the name of love. 
We say, "The only reason I’m bringing this up is because I love you and I want the best for you." And then we’re off and running with a critical, judgmental, intolerant attitude.

This is what love looks like, but love goes even further than tolerating, to actually embrace, to serve, to give of ourselves to those we have different convictions from. Only in this way will the world see the Christian community, and not say, "Look how tolerant of diversity they are," but say, "Look how much they love each other. That can only be the love of God in action." Amen.
