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Romans Chapter 13

“What is the role of the state in human affairs?  How is the state to relate to the church of Jesus
Christ?  How are Christian people to relate to the government’s authority?  It is these questions that
Paul raises and answers in the first seven verses of Romans 13.  What a source of controversy they
have been!  J.C. O’Neill in Paul’s Letter to the Romans wrote: “These seven verses have caused
more unhappiness and misery in the Christian East and West than any other seven verses in the New
Testament.”  That is probably not true.  But they have certainly puzzled many and caused
unhappiness among some scholars.  Some of them, like the one I just quoted, have attempted to
eliminate the verses from the letter, reasoning that they are un-Pauline and come rather from a Stoic
source.  Such persons think the verses have been interpolated, arguing that verse 8 would follow
nicely after 12:21, and that there is nothing quite like this section anywhere else in Paul’s writings.
This is true, but that does not mean that Paul did not write it.  Furthermore, it can be argued equally
well that his discussion of the legitimate authority and proper function of the state is a natural
follow-up to the immediately preceding section in which he presented the duty of the Christian to
return good for evil, since to do that does not  always mean that a Christian has to be victimized by
evil persons.  It is the state’s duty to restrain and punish evil.  Again, a discussion of the role of the
state is natural in a letter to Christians living in the center of the Roman world.  Jews were
notoriously resistant to all outside authority.  They had fomented numerous rebellions, and the
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greatest one of all, the rebellion that was to be crushed by the Roman general Titus in 70 A.D., was
only a decade away from the time Paul wrote this letter.  In the sixties, Christians were shielded by
a law originally promulgated by Julius Caesar, but turmoil was coming.  Were the followers of
Christ to align themselves with the coming revolution, or were they to be loyal citizens of the all-
encompassing Roman Empire?  If so, what about the lordship of Jesus Christ?  Was he King, or was
he not?  If they were not to be loyal citizens what was their position regarding Rome to be?...We
often speak today of the separation of church and state, and we should be thankful for that
separation.  It is a dearly won liberty to have a church free from government interference or control
and to have a state free from clerical domination.  But the separation of church and state does not
mean the separation of God and state.  And though we do not rule the state, nor should we, it is
nevertheless our duty as Christians to speak out against the civil rulers’ sins and remind governing
authorities that they are ultimately accountable to him from whom their authority comes.  So we are
accountable too!  We are accountable to speak up.  We do not have the power of the sword.  That
is reserved for the civil authorities, as Paul will show in Romans 13:4.  Our weapon is truth, for we
are a kingdom of the truth.  The truth is stronger than the sword.  But woe to us if we do not wield

the sword of truth powerfully.”  (Boice, pp. 1640-1641,1646)

Verse 1
Everyone must submit himself to the governing authority, for there is not authority
except that which God has established.  The authorities that exist have been
established by God.

“Everyone must submit himself to the governing authority...”  - Paul’s opening
statement is comprehensive and categorical.  John MacArthur summarizes:

“These seven verses contain the clearest and most specific New Testament teaching
on the Christian’s responsibility to civil authority.  Every Christian, no matter what
form of government he lives under, is under command from the Lord to maintain
proper and useful submission to that government for the sake of leading a peaceful
life and having an effective witness.  This recurring theme of submission to society’s

controlling power is nowhere more forcefully dealt with than here.”  (MacArthur,
pp.205-206)

James Boice is not guilty of exaggeration when he declares: “As far as Romans 13:1
is concerned, it would be difficult, perhaps impossible, for anyone to write a more
all-encompassing, absolute, or utterly unqualified statement than the one Paul has
given.”  (Boice, p. 1643)  The subject at hand is a matter of urgency and importance.
Revolutionary tensions were rising to explosive levels in Palestine and would shortly
culminate in the catastrophic uprising of 70AD.  Rome itself was in the grip of
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political turmoil throughout the
period.  The faltering reign of Tiberius
Caesar  (14-37AD) was replaced by
the tyranny of the bloodthirsty
madman Caligula (37-41 AD).
Caligula was assassinated by the
praetorian guard in 41AD.  The
guardsmen placed his uncle Claudius,
the stutterer, upon the royal throne.
Claudius surprised everyone by being
a rather competent emperor.  He
reigned until 54AD.  During his rule
the Jews were expelled from the city
of Rome (49AD)because of their
contentious behavior.  The infamous
Nero became emperor in 54 AD.  He
instituted the first systematic imperial
persecution of Christians after the
burning of Rome in 64 AD.  The
Epistle to the Romans was written
around 58AD during the reign of
Nero.  This is the historical context in
which Paul’s comments about the role
of government were written.

The admonition is addressed “Everyone” (literally - “every soul”).  The submission
enjoined in the text applies not only to Christians, but to every human being without
exception.

The most crucial term in the phrase is the verb - “must submit himself.”  (Greek -
“hypotasestho”).  This word is most significant in the New Testament.    It literally
means “to place under,  a combination of the preposition “hypo” (“under) and the
verb “tasso” (“to place”).  It means to take one’s place or to subordinate one’s self
within an ordered structure or system, so that the structure or system in question may
function effectively and accomplish its goals.  Submission applies to the acceptance
of the authority of another and obedience to their will within the context of a given
relationship (cf. 1 Peter 3:5-6).  In classical Greek the word is used in a military
context in reference to units in an army or ships in a fleet taking their assigned
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position on the field of battle.  In the Bible the term denotes the recognition that God
the Creator has placed certain people or institutions in positions of authority so that
His creation may function in accordance with His intent for the common good.  Such
submission is not only enjoined in the realm of government (cf. also Titus 3:1; 1 Peter
2:13-14).  It also applies to spiritual leaders in the church (1 Corinthians 16:16;
Hebrews13:7,17): to the activities of Christian men and women within the church (1
Corinthians 14:34-38;1 Timothy 2:11-15):  to the relationship between a Christian
wife and her husband in marriage (Ephesians 5:22-33; Colossians 3:18; Titus 2:5; 1
Peter 3:1-6):   to the relationship between children and parents in the family (1 Peter
5:5; Colossians 3:20; Ephesians 6:1): and slaves to their masters (Ephesians 6:5;
Titus 2:9).  In every case, the concern is that human relationships may function in the
way that God designed for the maximum benefit of  everyone.  Ultimately our
submission to those whom God has placed in positions of authority is an expression
and an application of our submission to Him (Ephesians 5:24).  Note also that the
verb in this phrase is in the middle  voice “Must  submit himself,” thus indicating
that this submission is a voluntary action on the part of the one who submits.  

The object of submission in this phrase is “the governing authorities” (Greek -
“exousias hyperechousais” - literally “the ruling powers”).  The use of “exousias”
rather than the more general Greek word for power - “kratos,” signifies a power that
has been given or delegated, as the apostle will specify in the phrase which follows.
The language of the text identifies the governing authority simply in terms of the
possession of power, not the means by which it was obtained or the manner in which
it is exercised.  Lenski is completely correct in his assertion:

“No particular form of authority  is specified; imperial, monarchial, oligarchical,
republican, democratic.  Whether this authority is exercised in a noble or in an
oppressive manner, whether it was attained in a legitimate or an illegitimate way,

neither limits nor qualifies the Christian’s position.”  (Lenski, p. 786)

The adjective “governing” means “ruling over.”  It does not define a particular level
of governmental authority but includes all those who are over or above me within a
given governmental system.  Once again, Paul’s language is unmistakably
comprehensive.  John MacArthur summarizes:

“There is no civil authority, Paul says, except from God.  No matter what form it
takes, no human government at any time in history, at any place on earth, among any
people on earth, at any level of society, has ever existed or will ever exist apart from
the sovereign authority of God because all power belongs to God (Psalm
62:11)...The autocratic, ruthless, and demonic regimes of Adolf Hitler, Joseph Stalin,
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and Mao Tse Tung were no exception to God’s command to be subject to civil
authority.  The equally ruthless empires of ancient Assyria and Babylon were no

exceptions...There are no exceptions.”  (MacArthur, pp.219-220)

The basis for our submission to all governmental is clearly defined - “for there is no
authority except that which God
has established.  The authorities
that exist have been established
by God.”  The language is
inescapably absolute and all
inclusive.  All those who hold the
power of government have
received that power from God.
This fundamental assertion is not
unique to Paul or the New
Testament.  Scripture applies the
same legitimizing principle to
Babylonian emperors (Daniel
4:17; 5:21; Jeremiah 27:6) and the
Persian conquerors who replace
them (Isaiah 45:1-5): to Hebrew
kings (1 Samuel 14:13-14) and to
Roman governors (John 19:11).

Implicit in that assertion, however,
is the truth that since God has
established all government, all
government remains answerable to
the God who established it.  There
are limits beyond which human government cannot properly go.  As our Lord
declares: “Render unto Caesar the things that are Caesar’s and unto God the things
that are God’s.”  (Matthew 22:21)  When those limits are transgressed and human
government seeks to command or compel that which is contrary to God’s Word and
will then Christians must choose to “Obey God rather than men.”   (Acts 5:29)  In
those specific instances where obedience to the government would mean
disobedience to God the Christian has not only the right but the duty to disobey men
because of a primary loyalty to God.  Charles Hodge notes:
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“There is no limitation to the injunction in this verse, so far as the objects of
obedience are concerned, although there is as to the extent of the obedience itself.
That is, we are to obey all who are in actual authority over us, whether their
authority be legitimate or usurped, whether they are just or unjust.  The actual
reigning emperor was to be obeyed by Roman Christians no matter what they might
think of his title to the sceptre.  But if he transcended his authority, and required
them to worship idols, they were to obey God rather than man.  This is the limitation
to all human authority.  Whenever obedience to man is inconsistent with obedience

to God, then disobedience becomes a duty.” (Hodge, p. 640)

Such God-pleasing civil disobedience, however, applies only to particular situations
with individual laws or government policies.  It does not release the Christian from
his overall responsibility to submit to or obey the government.
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Verse 2
Consequently, he who rebels against the authority is rebelling against what God
has instituted, and those who do so will bring judgment upon themselves.
   
“Consequently, he who rebels...”  - The conclusions drawn in Verse 2 are the natural,
logical result of the basic principles established in the preceding verse.  If  all
governmental authority has been established by God then all those who participate
in attempts to overthrow or resist the government must be guilty of rebelling against
God and that which He has established.   The correlation between the two verses is
nicely expressed by the contrasting verbs.  The verb “rebels” (Greek -
“antitassomenos” - literally - “to place one’s self against”) is the counterpart and
opposite of the verb “submit” (Greek - “hupotassestho” - literally - “to place one’s
self under”).   As submission to the authority of government constitutes submission
to the authority of God who established government, so also rebellion against the
government constitutes rebellion against God.  “The people of God then ought to
consider resistence to the government under which they live as a very awful crime,
even as resistence to God Himself.”  (MacArthur, p. 220)   Rebellion and revolution
are never an alternative for the conscientious Christian, no matter how evil or corrupt
the government may be.  Luther most emphatically agrees: “No rebellion is justified,
however justified its grievance may be... I side and will ever side with the party that
suffers rebellion, however unjust a cause it may have; and I will oppose the party that
starts a rebellion, however just a cause it may have.”  (Martin Luther, SL,10.365) 

The consequences or rebellion against the government which God has established are
dire.  Paul warns that those who participate in rebellion “will bring judgement upon
themselves.”  The noun “judgement” (Greek - “krima”) refers in the first instance
to the temporal consequences of revolution as the government acts to defend itself
and to suppress the revolt.  Revolution is a violent and bloody business.  Most often
the result is the very chaos and anarchy which government was designed by God to
prevent.  In addition to all this there are also eternal consequences involved and
“judgement” points beyond time to the ultimate judgement of God who will punish
in eternity those who choose to deny and defy Him.

 Verses 3-5
For rulers hold no terror for those who do right, but for those who do wrong.  Do
you want to be free from fear of the one in authority?  Then do what is right and
he will commend you.  For he is God’s servant to do you good.  But if you do
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wrong, be afraid, for he does not bear the sword for nothing.  He is God’s servant,
and agent of wrath to bring punishment on the wrongdoer.  Therefore, it is
necessary to submit to the authorities, not only because of possible punishment but
also because of conscience.

“For rulers hold no terror for those who do right...”  - Paul asserts the role of
government in maintaining peace and order as yet another reason why Christians
ought to submit and obey those in authority.  Luther makes the same point, arguing
that if all men were perfect Christians there would be no need for government.  The
purpose of this divine institution is to restrain the destructiveness and violence of sin.

“When a prince so rules his people so as not to permit anyone to be wronged and
punishes the evildoer, he does well and is praised.  For thus it is in this
government...Such government we must have, but no one will get to heaven that way,
nor will the world be saved by it.  However, it is necessary in order to prevent the
world from getting worse.  It is simply a protection against and a restraint upon
wickedness.  For if this government did not exist, men would devour one another and
no one would be able to protect his life, goods, wife, and child.  So, God has
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instituted the power of the sword in order to prevent the destruction of everything
and at least partially restrain wickedness.  Thereby, government can secure and
maintain external peace and no one may inflict injustice upon someone else.
Therefore it must be tolerated.  Nevertheless, as we have stated, it was not
established for citizens of heaven, but simply so that people may not fall more deeply

into hell and make matter worse.”  (Martin Luther, SL, XI, 1789)

The role of government is, in this sense, essentially negative, to hold back evil and
to minimize its destructive impact on the weak and the vulnerable.   Unfortunately,
Robert Haldane does not exaggerate in the least when he offers this grim assessment:

“The world, ever since the fall, has been in such a state of corruption and depravity,
that without the powerful obstacle presented by civil government to the selfish and
malignant passions of men, it would be better to live among the beasts of the forest
than in human society.  As soon as its restraints are removed, man shows himself in

his real character.”  (MacArthur, p. 225)

 The apostle’s advice is practical and straightforward - to avoid conflict with the
government,  obey its laws, and do that which is right.  For the law-abiding citizen,
there should be nothing to fear from those whom God has placed in authority.

“But if you do wrong, be afraid, for he does not bear the sword for nothing.”  - The
wrong-doer, however, has good reason to fear the government.  Without that fear,
peace and order could not be maintained.  Hence, God has entrusted to civil
government the coercive power of the “sword,” that is, the authority to use physical
force, up to and including so-called capital punishment and the waging of just war to
protect its citizens and uphold justice.  To punish the criminal or repel the aggressor
are the very tasks for which civil government was instituted and those responsibilities
must be carried out relentlessly.  When the government does so, it is functioning as
“God’ servant, an agent of wrath.”  The Greek text in this phrase is considerably
stronger than the translation.  It designates the government as “an instrument of
vengeance for wrath,” that is, one who exacts justice and repays blood for blood.
The state is thus charged with that which is explicitly forbidden to the Christian.  The
use of the powerful term “wrath,” usually connected with the judgement of God in
the Book of Romans, emphasizes the role of the government as God’s agent in
punishing the wrong-doer.  Luther bluntly remarks:

“Into the hands of some people, God places a sword, which they are to wield.  These
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people are all those who through regular and customary means are called to temporal
government in order to rule, to look to and further the common welfare, and to prevent
public offense.  Into the hands of these people, God places the sword; that is, it is
God’s will and ordinance that they are to wield the sword, not in their own interest but
in the interests of their subjects; as St. Paul says, temporal government is the “minister
of God, a revenger to execute wrath upon him that doeth evil.”  (Romans 13:4) For
since the world will not let itself be drawn by words so that general peace and harmony
is sustained and wantonness prevented, severity must be used and people must be kept
from sin by force.  If a thief will not quit his stealing, let him be hanged on the public
gallows.  Then one is protected against him.  If a malicious scoundrel wants to harm
everybody as he pleases and wants to beat and stab at the provocation of a word, let
justice be meted out to him at the place of public execution.  Then he will no longer
disturb one’s peace; he will no longer beat or stab anybody.  The executioner will

nicely keep him from doing that.”  (Martin Luther, SL 13a, 373)

Mercy, kindness, and forgiveness are not the role of government.  The government
cannot create morality, but it must enforce the moral values of its people through the
laws of the land.  When it fails to do so, the result will be anarchy.  In his classic book
Toward a Biblical View of Civil Government, Dr. Robert Culver writes:

“What must not be lost sight of is that, unpleasant as is the task of the jailor and the
use of the whip, the cell, the noose, the guillotine, these things stand behind the
stability of civilized society, and they stand there necessarily, for God has declared
it so, in harmony with reality, rather than with apostate sociological opinion.
Government, with its coercive powers, is a social necessity, but one determined by
the Creator, not by the statistical tables of some university social research staff!  No
society can successfully vote fines, imprisonment, corporal and capital punishment
away permanently.  The society which tries has lost touch with the realities of man
( his fallen sinful state), realities of the world, and the truth of divine revelation in

nature, man’s conscience, and the Bible.”  (Culver, p. 256)  

“Therefore, it is necessary to submit to the authorities, not only because of possible
punishment but also because of conscience.”  - For the Christian, the desire to avoid
punishment should not be the basic motive for submission and obedience.  Instead,
this becomes a matter of “conscience.”  The believer recognizes the hand of God in
the institution of government and willingly submits to the authority of the
government because of his compelling desire to obey and honor God.

Verses 6-7
This is also why you pay taxes, for the authorities are God’s servants, who give
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their full time to governing.  Give everyone what you owe him: If you owe taxes,
pay taxes; if revenue, then revenue; if respect, then respect; if honor, then honor.

“That is also why you pay taxes...”  - The most concrete and practical expression of
submission to the government was, and is, the payment of taxes.  Oppressive taxation
was no more popular in the ancient world than it is today (cf. 1 Kings 12).  In the case
of the Jews, Rome’s taxes were bitterly resented as a constant reminder of their status
as a conquered nation.  The Roman system of taxation in the provinces was all the
more infuriating because of its pervasive corruption.  Tax collectors grew fat and rich
by drastically over-collecting the taxes and keeping the difference for themselves. 
These infamous publicans were despised by the people as traitors and thieves.
Christ’s willingness to associate with “publicans and sinners,” like Matthew or
Zacchaeus, was highly controversial.   The Pharisees and the Herodians conspired
together to use this issue as a trap which would discredit the Lord in the eyes of the
people with their clever question: “Tell us then, what is your opinion?  Is it right to
pay taxes or not? (Matthew 22:15-22).  Christ’s classic response: “Render unto
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Caesar the things that are Caesar’s and unto God the things that are God”s” not
only evaded their trap but also clearly expressed the Biblical view of the
responsibility of the Christian to government.  Paul’s explanation in this text brushes
aside the passions of nationalism and affirms the Christian’s duty to support the work
of the government through the payment of taxes.   Two different words for paying
taxes are used: “taxes” (Greek - “phoros”) which refers to the taxes paid by a subject
nation; and, “revenue” (Greek - “telos”) which refers to the tariffs, tolls, and sales
taxes which were paid by all.  The payment of taxation in whatever form provides
support for those who are “God’s servants.”  The text uses the fascinating noun
“leitourgos” for the agents of the government as servants of God.  The English word
“liturgy” is derived from this Greek noun.  It is frequently used in the Old Testament
to refer to those who conducted the services of the Temple.  The same usage also
carried over into the New Testament (cf. Hebrews 8:2; 10:11).  Paul’s use of the word
here more closely reflects the classical Greek usage in which “leitourgia” was public
service performed on behalf of the state.

“Give everyone what you owe him; If you owe taxes pay taxes...”  - The segment
concludes with a broad summary statement.  The Christian citizen must be one who
fulfills his obligations in every respect, based upon his recognition of the divine
establishment of government.  Justin Martyr, the 2  century theologian and churchnd

father, summarized the Christian perspective in these words addressed to the Roman
emperor Antoninus Pius:

“Everywhere, we Christians, more readily than all men, endeavor to pay to those
appointed by you the taxes both ordinary and extraordinary, as we have been taught
by Jesus; for at that time some came to Him and asked Him, if one ought to pay
tribute to Caesar; and He answered, “Tell me, whose image does the coin bear?”
And they said, “Caesar’s.”  And again He answered them, “Render therefore to
Caesar the things that are Caesar’s and to God the things that are God’s.”  Whence
to God alone we render worship, but in other things we gladly serve you,
acknowledging you as kings and rulers of men, and praying that with your kingly

power you be found to possess also sound judgement.”  (ANF,1, p., 168)    
    

Verses 8-10
Let no debt  remain outstanding, except the continuing debt to love one another,
for he who loves his fellow man has fulfilled the law.  The commandments, “Do not
commit adultery,” “Do not murder,” “Do not steal,” “Do not covet,” and whatever
other commandments there may be, are summed up in this one rule: “Love your
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neighbor as yourself.”  Love does no harm to its neighbor.  Therefore, love is the
fulfillment of the law.

“Let no debt remain outstanding, except the continuing debt...”  - This discussion
of love and the law is linked to the preceding verses by the repetition of the concept
of obligation.  Verse 7 - “Give everyone what you owe him...:” Verse 8 - “Let no
debt remain outstanding” (literally - “owe nothing to anyone.”) The idea of debt
repayment becomes the transition from the issue of supporting the government
through paying taxes to Paul’s main concern, in the following segment, the never-
ending debt of love.  This verse should not be understood as an absolute of borrowing
of any kind.  Lending and borrowing were common and legitimate practices in

ancient Israel.  The Law
carefully regulated the
practice, limiting interest
rates  to honest  and
reasonable levels, and
prohibiting the charging of
interest (KJV “usury”) to
those who were destitute
altogether (cf. Exodus 22:25;
Levi t icus  25:  35-36;
Nehemiah 5:7; Ezekiel
22:12; Psalm 37:21,26;
Proverbs 19:17).  In the
Sermon on the Mount, Jesus
commends the practice with
these words: “Give to him
who asks of you, and do not
turn away from him who
wants to borrow from you.”
(Matthew 5:42) In Christ’s
parable of the talents, the
master condemns his
unprofitable because he
hadn’t even bothered to
deposit his money in a bank
so that “on my arrival I
would have received my
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money back with interest.” (Matthew 25:27).  “This command does not forbid a
Christian from ever incurring a debt (e.g. to buy a house or a car); it rather demands
that Christians repay any debts they do incur promptly and in accordance with terms
of the contract.”  (Moo, p. 812) Hence, the NIV’s translation “Let no debt remain
outstanding” better reflects the sense of the text that the KJV’s more literal Owe no
man anything.” The prohibition is of financial irresponsibility and greed not
borrowing and lending in general.  “It does condemn the looseness with which we
contract debts and particularly the indifference so often displayed in the discharging
of them.  (Murray, pp. 158-159)   James Montgomery Boice makes pointed
application of this passage to the contemporary American situation:

“The point of Romans 13:8 is not that Christians should never borrow, but that they
should never leave their debts unpaid...But the problem for many Americans,
including our government, is that debt financing has become a way of life, and those
who borrow are frequently enticed, misled, or trapped into borrowing more than they
are able to repay.  Then they default on their payments and often escape the weight
of their financial obligations by declaring personal bankruptcy.  Bankruptcy means
cheating the person or company that has lent the money and it is an unjust and

impermissible course of action for a Christian.”  (Boice, p. 1682)

“Except the continuing debt to love one another.”  - While financial debts can be
repaid and satisfied in full we owe another debt that can never be fully repaid, namely
“the continuing debt to love one another.”    The imagery of debt and repayment is
effective in this context as an expression of the reality that our love for one another
is the necessary response to the love which we have received from God in Christ.  In
that sense, our obligation to love one another is indeed a debt, something which is to
be repaid.  Origen, the great Bible scholar of the early church paraphrases the verse
in this way: “Let you only debt that is unpaid be that of love - a debt which you
should always be attempting to discharge, but will never succeed in discharging.”
(Moo, p. 813)

“For he who loves his fellow man has fulfilled the law.”  - The concept of love as
the perfect fulfillment of the law is clearly based upon the teaching of Jesus (cf.
Matthew 5:43-48; 22:37-40; 19:17-19; Mark 12:28-33; Luke 10:25-28; John 13:34-
35; cf. also Galatians 5:14; James 2:8).  Such love cannot be reduced to a mere
feeling or emotion.  It is rather “an energy that works, namely with inherent
intelligence and purpose.  It could not possibly remain inactive.”  (Lenski, p. 800)
The Law of God is an expression of His love and concern for the well-being and
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happiness of mankind.  Accordingly, as that Law pertains to our conduct and attitude
toward one another, its specifications are merely the application of love to particular
circumstances.  They guide the Christian in discerning how love expresses itself in
these specific instances.  Therefore the generalization that love is the fulfillment of
the law is valid.  Paul illustrates his point with reference to the sixth, seventh, fifth,
ninth and tenth commandments, but adds the generalizing conclusion - “and
whatever other commandments there may be” - to indicate that his list is not
intended to be exhaustive.  The principle applies to all the precepts of God’s Law.
“Love is the entire summation of the law and not a further part of it.  Love for
another human being is the whole of the second table of the law even as Paul here
state.”  (Lenski, p. 798)  The quotation “Love your neighbor as yourself” is drawn
from Leviticus 19:18, following the precedent of Christ’s earlier comments (cf.
references above).  Such love is inherently constructive.  It cannot damage or destroy.
“Love does no harm to its neighbor.”
 

Verses 11-14
And do this, understanding the present time.  The hour has come for you to wake
up from your slumber, because your salvation is nearer now than when we first
believed.  The night is nearly over; the day is almost here.  So let us put aside the
deeds of darkness and put on the armor of light.  Let us behave decently, as in the
daytime, not in orgies and drunkenness, not in sexual immorality and debauchery,
not in dissension and jealousy.  Rather, clothe yourselves with the Lord Jesus
Christ, and do not think about how to gratify the desires of the sinful nature.

“And do this, understanding the present time.”  - All this must be a matter of
profound urgency.  Our time is not unlimited.  The end is upon us.  We have come
to the latter days.   This segment of admonition and encouragement concludes with
an emphatic assertion of “the eschatological context of all Christian ethics.”  (Dunn,
p. 785)   Christ has come and He is coming again.  For the believer”understanding
the present time” means a recognition that we are living in the final era of human
history, the end times.  Paul uses the powerful Greek noun “kairos” to describe the
moment.  In contrast to “chronos,” the more ordinary Greek word for time, “kairos”
designates an appointed time, a moment of divine destiny in which God offers His
people an opportunity and confronts them with a challenge.  There is a sense of great
urgency inherent in this term.  It comes, and then it goes, and once having gone it is
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lost forever.  The text impresses this sense of urgency through a series of images that
deal with wakefulness and sleep, day and night, and light and darkness.  Time is
limited.  The opportunity is brief.  To the Ephesians, St. Paul had written - “Awake
sleeper and arise from the dead, and Christ will shine on you.”  (Ephesians 5:14)
The Christians in Rome receive an equally urgent wake up call.  This is no time for

spiritual dozing.  “Sleep is figurative for anything resembling delay, carelessness,
indifference.  The sleeper likes to put off rising out of his easy bed.”  (Lenski, p. 802)
Each days of our lives we literally move one day closer to “our salvation,” that is,
our transfer from the church militant to the church triumphant.  Whether that
salvation is accomplished as a part of Christ’s glorious return to judgement for
mankind or individually through my death makes no difference.  The end result will
be the same in either case.  We are moving ever closer to the complete realization of
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the salvation which was God’s gift to us when he bestowed the gift of faith upon us -
“when we first believed.”    The dark hours of the night are drawing to their
conclusion.  The dawn of the great day is near.  The shameful “deeds of darkness”
must now be put aside.  In the parallel text in Ephesians 5, the apostle develops the
imagery of light and darkness in greater detail:

“For you were once darkness but now you are light in the Lord.  Live
as children of light (for the fruit of the light consists in all goodness,
righteousness and truth) and find out what pleases the Lord.  Have
nothing to do with the fruitless deeds of darkness, but rather expose
them.  For it is shameful even to mention what the disobedient do in
secret.  But everything exposed by the light becomes visible, for it is
light that makes everything visible.”  (Ephesians 5:8-14)

The concept of warfare between darkness and light is suggested by Paul’s use of the
phrase “put on the armor of light.”  (cf. Ephesians 6:13-18)   The Greek text, which
literally urges “put on the weapons of light” (“ta hopla tou photos”) is even more
forceful.

The text goes on to specify a representative list of the “deeds of darkness.”  They
include: “not in orgies and drunkenness, not in sexual immorality and debauchery,
not in dissension and jealousy.”  This list is not exhaustive but is characteristic of
the numerous vice-lists found in the Pauline literature of the New Testament (cf.
Romans 1:29-31; 1 Corinthians 5:10-11; 6:9-10; 2 Corinthians 12:20; Galatians 5:19-
21; Ephesians 4:31; 5:3-5; Colossians 3:5,8; 1 Timothy 1:9-10; 6:4-5; 2 Timothy 3:2-
4; Titus 3:3).  The first pair - “orgies and drunkenness” is in the plural, perhaps
indicated the prevalence of these sins.  The term “orgies” (Greek - “komois”)
originally referred to wild celebrations held in honor of the Greek god Dionysus, the
god of ecstasy and wine.  These revels involved violent obscene sexuality of every
description combined with drunkenness and drugs.  “Drunkenness” (Greek -
“methe” describes the excessive or abusive use of alcohol.  The theme throughout
this segment appears to be the excess and abuse which leads to compulsion and
addiction.  John Chrysostom, the great teacher of the early church notes:

“Paul does not forbid alcohol; he is opposed only to its excessive use.  Not does he
prohibit sexual intercourse; rather, he is against fornication.  What he wants to do
is get rid of the deadly passions of lust and anger.  Therefore he does not merely
attack them, but goes to their source as well.  For nothing kindles lust or wrath so
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much as excessive drinking.”  (Bray, p. 335)  

The second combination combines “sexual immorality” (Greek - “koite”) and
“debauchery” (Greek - “aselgeiais”).  The former generally refers to any sexual
intercourse, however in combination with the latter it takes on the meaning of
inappropriate or sinful sexual activity.  “Debauchery” is a strongly negative term
which describes corrupt, depraved, excessive indulgence in sensual pleasures and
licentiousness.

The focus shifts in the final pair of dark deeds - “dissension and jealousy.”
“Dissension” (Greek - “eridi”) expresses the concept of contentiousness that leads
to quarreling and strife.  “Jealousy” (Greek - “zelo”) can also have a neutral or
positive meaning depending on its context.  The word itself simply describes intense
emotion or zeal.  Here it denotes the kind of zeal which does not try to help others but
rather to harm them, the predominant concern being for personal advancement.”
(Dunn, p. 790) These two characteristics are also combined in 1 Corinthians 3:3 and
Galatians 5:19-21.

“Rather, clothe yourselves with the Lord Jesus Christ, and do not think about how
to gratify the desires of the sinful nature.”  -  The point is reiterated once more in a
final combination of imperatives.  As the deeds of darkness were to be “put aside,”
then in their place we are to “clothe yourselves with the Lord Jesus Christ.”  The
language recalls Romans 6 and our incorporation into Christ in Baptism (cf.
Colossians 3:9-10; Galatians 3:27).  In Ephesians 4, Paul uses the same terminology
to urge believers to “put on the new man.” (Ephesians 4:13).  “Paul’s  exhortation
to put on the Lord Jesus Christ means that we are consciously to embrace Christ in
such a way that his character is manifested in all that we do and say.”  (Moo, pp.
825-826) That means, of course, a complete repudiation of the way of the old Adam,
our sinful nature.  To gratify its desires means to deny Christ, that we may share in
His victory over sin, death, and the power of the devil.  This is the ongoing struggle
of sanctification, the daily battle between the saint that I have become in Christ and
the sinner that I am by nature.  
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Romans Chapter 14

Verse 1
“Accept  him  whose faith is weak without passing judgment on disputable
matters.” 

“Accept him...” - The discussion of the question of offense begins a broad thematic
statement.  In the Greek text the phrase begins with the transitional conjunction “de”
which is translated “now” or “but.”  The conjunction expresses a sense of continuity
with the preceding section.  The manner in which the statement is posed, addressed to
the strong in reference to the weak, suggests that the strong are the dominant element
in the congregation while the weak are in the minority.  The imperative verb “accept”
(Greek - “proslambanesthe”) means “to receive or accept into one’s society, home, or
circle of acquaintances.”  This is not so much a matter of official action or formal
membership but the everyday recognition and practice of brotherhood.  The weak are
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not simply to be tolerated or put up with but are to be fully treated as brothers and
sisters in Christ within the intimacy of the family of God.  To some extent, the
examples which follow, dietary rules and the observance of Sabbaths and holy days,
define the sense in which “him whose faith is weak” is to be understood.   This is not
primarily a matter of weakness in personal faith and trust in Jesus Christ as Savior and
Lord.  Instead, the implications of the faith are involved, specifically in terms of
Christian freedom and what is permitted and forbidden.  “The faith with respect to
which these people are weak therefore, is related to their basic faith in Christ, but one
step removed from it.  It involves their individual outworking of Christian faith, their
convictions about what faith allows and prohibits.”  (Moo, p. 836) The choice of terms
clearly indicates Paul’s sympathies in these matters.  The verb “is weak” is a Greek
present participle which suggests a brief temporary condition.  The scruples of the weak
should gradually be overcome as they grow more mature in the faith and come to
recognize the full implications of their relationship with Christ for their attitudes and
behavior.  “The brother is to be welcomed as he is, in his weakness, and he is to borne
in his weakness until his weakness has been overcome.”  (Franzmann, p. 245)

Not only are the strong to cordially accept and welcome the weak within the life of the
congregation but they are to do so in the right spirit and with the right motivation -
“without passing judgment on disputable matters.”  The Greek phrase begins with the
preposition “eis” which literally means “for the purpose of.”  The concern appears to
be that the majority might view the reception of those who opinions in these matters are
deficient as an opportunity for debate and intimidation.   These differences of opinion
must not be allowed to spark quarrels and mutual recrimination within the church.  “The
church is not called upon to whip the weak man into shape forthwith with arguments,
even though they may be well-intentioned arguments.  Faith is not fed by logic.”
(Franzmann, p. 245) This should not be construed as an absolute “gag rule,” prohibiting
the strong from any expression of their opinions.  Those who are more mature must hold
to their convictions and humbly express them as the opportunity presents itself.  The
weak must eventually be won over.  This is a delicate matter.  The difference between
fraternal discussion, motivated by loving concern, and intellectual jousting, motivated
by ego and a sense of superiority, is oftentimes a subtle thing.   Patience, humility, and
love are ultimately much more convincing that clever arguments and sharp words.  “The
weak ought to grow strong.  The way to make them strong is not to offend them nor to
contend with them in debate; but to show them forbearance and loving consideration,
thereby enabling the weak to build up their strength.”  (Lenski, p. 813)   The NIV’s
translation “passing judgment” reflects the Greek verb “diakrisis” which denotes a
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process of deliberation whereby a decision is reached.  The prohibition does not refer to
“passing judgment” as such, which the NIV translation seems to suggest.  Instead, the
point is that unanimity should not be required in “disputable matters.” (Greek -
“dialogismon”).  In Lutheran theology, the classic term for such matters is “adiaphora”
(from the Greek - “indifferent things”).  Adiaphora are matters of ethics, morality, or
ceremony neither commanded nor prohibited in Scripture whose appropriateness must
be determined on an individual level, based on the particular circumstances of the
situation.  Where Holy Scripture does not speak - there the church must remain willing
to tolerate a diversity of opinion and lifestyle.

Verses 2-3
“One man’s faith allows him to eat everything, but another man, whose faith is
weak, eats only vegetables.  The man who eats everything must not look down on
him who does not, and the man who does not eat everything must not condemn the
man who does, for God has accepted him.”
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“One man’s faith allows him...”  - Paul proceeds to cite an example of one such
disputed matter.  The context of the situation appears to be the dietary laws of the Old
Testament.  None of those regulations required vegetarianism.  However, on occasion,
when Jews found themselves living in circumstances where they could not be sure that
food or wine had been prepared in a “kosher” manner, they would avoid meat and wine
altogether.  The practice of Daniel during the Babylonian captivity illustrates this
pattern (Daniel 1:8).  It may be that some Jewish Christians in Rome, perhaps cut off

from their own community
because of their conversion to
C h r i s t i a n i t y ,  f o u n d
themselves in a similar
situation.  Others within the
church, perhaps both former
Jews and Gentiles, felt no
such constraint, because they
recognized that as Christians
they were no longer obligated
to observe the Mosaic law. 
Their view was in fact
correct.  However they are
warned not to look down on
(literally - not to hold in
contempt or despise) those
who have not yet come to
recognize that freedom.
“Despise connotes a
disdainful, condescending
judgment an attitude that we
can well imagine the strong
majority, who prided
thems e l ves  on  the i r
e n l i g h t e n e d  l i b e r a l
perspective. Taking toward

those who they considered to be foolishly hung up on the trivia of a bygone era.”
(Moo, p. 838) The weak, on the other hand, are also warned not to criticize those who
do not consider themselves obligated to continue to observe the laws of Moses.  The
Greek verb is “krinein” which means to criticize in contrast to the much stronger
“katakrinein” which means to condemn or damn.   “The weak, Paul suggests,
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responded in kind, considering themselves to be the righteous remnant who alone
upheld true standards of righteousness and piety and who were standing in judgment
over those who failed to meet these standards.”  (Moo, p. 838)  These people are not
Judaizers.  They did not believe or teach that obedience of Old Testament law was
necessary for salvation in addition to faith in Christ.  They do not condemn those who
fail to meet their standards as damnable sinners.  If they had, the condemnation which
fell upon the Galatians and the Colossians would also have fallen upon them.  “They
were not legalists who has false doctrinal views, made no demands on others, started
no so-called reforms, segregated themselves into no party.  If they had done so, Paul
would have treated them in a different fashion.”  (Lenski, p. 816)  They are simply
weak Christians who do not yet feel comfortable changing the habits and patterns of
the past.  Both sides are clearly told to stop criticizing and looking down on the other.

“For God has accepted him.” - The final statement is, in effect, the “theological
bottom line.”  No man may reject or criticize that which God has accepted. The
church may not establish standards more stringent or more lenient than those which
God Himself has established in His Word.  “A Christian is one who stands before
God not on the basis of his or her own righteousness but because of the work of Jesus
Christ.  Since the other believer has been accepted and not rejected by Jesus, you
should accept him or her too.”  (Boice, p. 1736) This is the same verb used in
Romans 15:7 to describe that which God in Christ has done for each and every
believer.  “”Accept one another, then, just as Christ has accepted you in order to
bring praise to God.”
  

Verse 4
“Who are you to judge someone else’s servant?  To his own master he stands or
falls.  And he will stand, for the Lord is able to make him stand.”

“Who are you to judge...”  - This verse completes and amplifies the thought of the
preceding phrase.  This strongly worded rebuke seems to be pointed more in the
direction of the self-righteous weaker brethren. The inherent self-righteous of the man
who presumes to judge his neighbor in such matters is quickly revealed.  The
question is abrupt and harsh.  In effect - “Who do you think you are, butting in where
you have no business?”  The Lord God is the sole master here and every Christian
is His servant.  Your fellow Christian does not belong to you but to God.  When you
judge him you put yourself in God’ s place.  Your judgment here matters not at all,
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but only that of the Master.  Ultimately we must all answer to Him and to Him alone
(cf. 1 Corinthians 4:3-5).  The analogy ends on the confident note of God’s grace -
“And he will stand, for the Lord is able to make him stand.”  Our standing before
God depends not upon us nor upon our deeds.  If it did we would all, strong and weak
alike, be lost and fallen creatures.  Our standing before God depends completely upon
what He has done for us in the blood of Christ, His Son - “He is able to make him
stand.”  It must be strongly emphasized that the judgment here forbidden applies only
to matters of adiaphora where God’s Word has not spoken.  It is sadly ironic that very
often the over-regulation of the Christian life and the rigorous infliction of man-made
rules and standards is perpetrated by those who are, in fact, weak in the faith, as an
unconscious expression of that very weakness.    

“We must, of course, distinguish in our criticism.  It is not presumption, but the very
best service we can render each other to point out each others deviations from the
Master’s will and His Word and to remind each other what His will and His Word
really require.  It is an entirely different matter and the height of presumptuousness
to go beyond this and to judge another where the Lord has laid down no
requirements, misread His Word as if He had, or just add requirements we deem
excellent.  It is again paradoxical; the tyranny of the weak often exceeds the tyranny

of the strong.”  (Lenski, pp. 818-819)
 

Verses 5-6
One man considers one day more sacred than another; another man considers
every day alike.  Each one should be fully convinced in his own mind.  He who
regards one day as special, does so to the Lord.  He who eats meat, eats to the Lord,
for he gives thanks to God; and he who abstains, does so to the Lord and gives
thanks to God. 

“One man considers one day...”  - The point is reiterated, this time in reference to
the observance of holy days and festivals rather than in regard to foods.  Here too, the
“weak” and the “strong” have occasion to disagree with one another.  Although the
text does not explicitly indicate the nature of the disagreement, since the argument
is advanced in a manner very similar to the preceding statement on dietary
restrictions, it is safe to assume that the issue once again focuses on the continuing
observance of Old Testament rules and regulations.  The Sabbath, with its complex
restrictions and limitations, no doubt figures prominently in the debate (cf. Galatians
4:10; Colossians 2:16).  In traditional Hebrew piety, the observance of the Sabbath
as a sacred day of rest, set aside for the Lord, was of crucial importance.
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“It is not difficult to see that a few Jewish Christians, some of them who perhaps
came from the old mother church in Jerusalem, still clung to the Sabbath, much as
the Christians did after Pentecost.  This does not imply that they insisted on this day
or on any legal observance, but only that they closed their shop or their store, ceased

work and kept the day holy.”  (Lenski, p. 821)

Once again, Paul does not take sides in this matter.  This is an adiaphoron.  In the
absence of command or prohibition from the Lord, his apostle remains silent.  He lays
out both positions and simply encourages that “Each one should be fully convinced
in his own mind.”  That is not to say that each one should be complacently convinced
that he is right and the other is wrong, while tolerating the wrong-doing of the other.
Convenient permissiveness of this sort is the way of the world, not the way of
Christian love.  It is not toleration, but careless, self-serving indifference to look the
other way when another is involved in sin or caught up in error.  If the issue is a
matter of moral right or wrong or of Biblical truth or falsehood, then it must be
confronted.  Our loving responsibility to one another as brothers and sisters in Christ
demands no less.  Instead, the apostolic exhortation urges all parties to recognize that
this is a matter of personal preference which does not involve obedience to the Word
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of God.  Each is to hold to his own opinion in this matter, as that which is best for
him,  without  casting aspersions upon those who may disagree and act differently.
The argument which earlier (vss. 3-4) was directed primarily toward the weaker
brother is now broadened to apply to the strong and the weak alike.  Both positions
are mentioned as viable ways to live out the faith and serve and glorify God.  In
matters of adiaphora the issue is often not what you do but why or how you do it.
Those on both sides of these issues can be properly motivated in their contrasting
actions by a desire to serve and glorify the Lord.  The noun “kurio” (“Lord”) occurs
three times in these two verses.  The noun “theo” (“God”) occurs twice.  The
repetition serves to emphasize the proper focus.  Concentrate on God and His will,
not man and his.  The repeated phrase “to the Lord” is called a “dative of
advantage.”  The phrase means “in the interest of” or “to the benefit of” the Lord.
  

Verses 7-9
For none of us lives to himself alone and none of us dies to himself alone.  If we
live, we live to the Lord; and if we die, we die to the Lord.  So whether we live or die
we belong to the Lord.  For this very reason, Christ died and returned to life so that
He might be the Lord of both the dead and the living.

“For none of us lives to himself alone...”  - These verses are “the heart of Paul’s
rebuke of the Roman Christians for their judgmental attitudes.”  (Moo, p. 844)  The
basic principle which has been presented, applies not only in these matters of
adiaphora, but to the entirety of the Christian’s life and death.  “None of us” indicates
that this is true of all Christians, both weak and strong.  The language is deliberately
comprehensive.  “We are never autonomous - our whole living is a lving to the
Lord...And the Lord’s lordship over us does not cease at death...in dying we belong
to Him.  He never lets us go.  No power, not even the power of that last enemy death
can loose the power of His almighty hand.”  (Franzmann,  p. 247) For the Christian
believer every dimension of life takes place in the context of our relationship with the
Lord Jesus Christ.  Our motive should never be simply self-interest, living for
ourselves alone.  All of our thoughts, actions, ambitions, and decisions are to be
carried out from the perspective of that which serves and glorifies our Lord.  That
which is true of our life is also true of our death.  The meaning of the phrases - “none
of us dies to himself alone” and “we die to the Lord” is clearly defined in verse 8 -
“So whether we live or die we belong to the Lord.”  The physical death of every
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believer occurs in the context of our faith.  Death does not break that relationship, nor
even interrupt it.  Death for the believer is transformed into the blessed doorway to
life eternal and an enhanced experience of the presence and love of Jesus.  “Our lives
do not end in futility, like water seeping away into the sand; they end in personal
communion with Him who is in life and death our Lord.”  (Franzmann, p. 247).  This
becomes possible only because of the death and resurrection of Christ.  By His death
He has overcome death for us, and by His resurrection from the dead,  He has
irrefutably demonstrated His lordship over life and death.  The phrase “returned to
life” refers precisely to the “vivification” of our Lord, the instant in which His body
and soul were reunited on the third day after His physical death.  The term
“resurrection” refers more broadly to Christ’s departure from the tomb and
subsequent appearances.  All this took place so that “He might be the Lord of both
the dead and the living.” 
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“The Death of the Believer and the Unbeliever” by Hans Vogtherr the Younger, 1540  - This 16th

century woodcut dramatically depicts the diametrically different significance of physical death for
the believer and the unbeliever.  Two emaciated figures are presented sharing a death-bed- the
believer at the head, the unbeliever at the foot.  On the right side of the bed, the unbeliever dies,
contorted in agony and fear.  The candle stick burning at his bedside signifies that he dies in
darkness.  The skeletal specter of death (German - “todt”) approaches the unbeliever on the back
right side of the image, bearing the skull and cross bones banner of death’s victory and displaying
the hourglass in which the sands of time have run out.  In the moment of his triumph, death leers
down upon the dying man.  The female personification of the world (German “Die Welt”) flees in
terror. During his life, he lavished his love and attention upon her, living for the things of this world,
but now, she abandons the dying man at his moment of greatest need.  In the right foreground the
jaws of hell gape open to receive the damned soul.  Hell is labeled with the text of Job 18:21 -
“Surely such is the dwelling of an evil man, such is the place of one who knows not God.”  The
monstrous figure of the devil, depicted as a chimera of various fierce animals, surges up out of the
flames to seize the arm of the dying man and drag him down into hell.  The text of 1 Peter 5:8
identifies the Adversary - “Be sober, be vigilant, for your enemy the devil prowls around like a
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roaring lion, looking for someone to devour.”  In the right background, behind the dying unbeliever
a herd of goats contend with one another on the rugged crags of a mountainside.  The goats
represent the damned who will be segregated from believers to stand at the left hand of Christ on
the great day of judgment (cf. Matthew 25:31-46).  The left side of the woodcut presents the blessed
death of the believer.  The saint rests comfortably upon his death bed, his hands folded in prayer.
He is surrounded by three ladies, personifying Faith (German - “Glaub”), Hope (German -
“Hoffnung”), and Love (German - “Liebe”).  Faith kneels in humility her hands outstretched over
the open Bible.  Hope gazes expectantly upward toward an angel beckoning toward heaven.  Love
looks toward her two counterparts , holding heart aflame with passion in her hands.  A second
angel, identified as “Thanksgiving” (German - “Danksagung”), holds the crown of victory over the
dying believer.  In the left background, the flock of the Good Shepherd grazes in secure contentment
on a lush pasture.  They represent the redeemed who will stand at the right hand of God to inherit
the kingdom on the Last Day.  This classic example of Reformation era art powerfully presents the
vast difference in the significance of death for the believer and the unbeliever. 

Verses 10-12
You, then, why do you judge your brother?  Or why do you look down on your
brother?  For we will all stand before God’s judgment seat.  It is written: “‘As
surely as I live,’ says the Lord, ‘Every knee will bow before Me; every tongue will
confess to God.’” So then, each of us will give an account of himself to God.

“You, then, why do you judge your brother?  - The discussion now becomes more
pointed as Paul addresses the members of the congregation in Rome directly - “You,
then...”  The rebuke is addressed first to the weaker brother - “Why do you judge
your brother?”     The temptation for those who do not participate in these things is
to judge and condemn those who do.  We cannot condemn an action as sin when the
Bible does not condemn it.  We may believe such action to be unwise or
inappropriate.  Martin Luther once noted: “You can’t stop the birds from flying over
your head, but you can stop them from building a nest in your hair.”  We may believe
such action is prone to abuse, can easily lead to sin, or could be sinful in certain
circumstances.  But nothing can be judged to inherently sinful, sinful in and of itself
in every situation without specific Biblical warrant.  We cannot see into the heart of
another.  We dare not judge their motives.  Wherever possible, we must always put
“the best construction on everything.”   In this instance, those who continued to keep
Sabbath and observe the dietary laws are called upon to refrain from rendering
negative judgment upon those who no longer feel bound by such constraints.  The
following phrase - “Or why do you look down on your brother?” shifts the rebuke
from the weak to the strong.  The temptation in this case is for the stronger brothers
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who recognized their Christian freedom, to look down with condescending disdain
upon those who have not yet come to that point.  Both sides are urged to leave the
judgment to God before whose “judgement seat” all men, weak and strong alike, will
one day appear.  The point is reinforced with the citation of Isaiah 49: 18 and 45:23 -
“”As surely as I live, says the Lord, every knee will bow before Me; every tongue
will confess to God.”  The introductory formula from Isaiah 49 serves to add the
magisterial title “Lord” (Greek - “kyrios”) to the quotation.  The core of the text,
drawn from Isaiah 45, stresses the unique and unparalleled authority of God - “I am
God, there is no other.” (Vs. 22)  When judgment is rendered on the solid basis of
the divine Word, the judgment is in effect God’s.  When the Christian presumes to
judge a fellow believer without a clear Word from God, he has in fact usurped the
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position of authority which belongs to God alone.   This applies to each and every
believer, weak and strong alike, for - “each of us will give an account of himself to
God.”

“We must all face Him together with the marks of our graceless squabbles graven
on our faces.  When the Lord, the Creator of the world and the Ruler of all history,
shall receive the homage of all men, when all shall bow the knee and praise their
God, then it will be terrifyingly clear that those differences which seemed so great
and so intolerable when we were all cooped up in the cramped chambers of our time
were in reality no real differences at all.  It therefore behooves each man, whether
his sin be passing judgment or contempt, to learn these differences in that
perspective now; for God will take us one by one, and each of us shall give an
account to God, not his contemptible brother, or of his loose-living callous brother,

but of himself.”  (Franzmann, p. 248)

Verse 13
Therefore, let us stop passing judgment on one another.  Instead, make up your
mind not to put any stumbling block or obstacle in your brother’s way.

“Therefore, let us stop passing judgment on one another.”  - Up to this point, the
admonition has basically focused on the weaker brethren urging them to avoid the
temptation of entering into self-righteous judgment over against those whom they
perceive to be involved in inappropriate activity.  With verse 13, the apostle’s basic
emphasis now shifts to the strong and their responsibility to their weaker brethren in
these matters.  The desire to criticize and condemn must give way to a loving concern
for one another within the body of Christ.  In the Greek text, the symmetry of this
thought is expressed by the repeated use of the same verb, “krino,”  in both
sentences - literally: “Therefore, let us not judge each other but make this your
judgment...”   In the first phrase, the verb carries the negative connotation of
judgmentalism, while in the second it simply refers to a decision or determination.
The point of the exhortation is that stronger brothers should not use their Christian
freedom in such a way that they would cause spiritual to weak.  Paul does not deny
that they have that freedom, as the following verse will clearly indicate, but he does
urge that Christian freedom be used in a conscientious and considerate way.  The
potential peril to the weaker brother is described with two words - ‘stumbling block”
(Greek - “proskomma”) and “obstacle” (Greek - “skandalon”).  The former refers
to that which causes someone to trip or to suffer injury.  The latter, “skandalon” is
a much more powerful word, referring originally to the trigger that sets off the death
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trap.  It suggests the ominous possibility that the weaker brother may fall from the
faith altogether and be lost.

“The same principle applies to any activity or practice that is not inherently
sinful...The loving, caring Christian will determine in his mind and heart to be
sensitive to any weakness in a fellow believer, and avoid doing anything including
what is innocent in itself and otherwise permissible, that might cause him to morally

or spiritually stumble. (MacArthur, p. 291)         
  

Verses 14-15
As one who is in the Lord Jesus, I am fully convinced that no food is unclean in
itself.  But if anyone regards something as unclean, then for him it is unclean.  If
your brother is distressed because of what you eat, you are no longer acting in love.
Do not by your eating destroy your brother for whom Christ died.

“As one who is in the Lord Jesus...”  -
Paul speaks as one who was rigorously
trained in the most scrupulous school of
Judaism, “ a Pharisee, the son of a
Pharisee,” (Acts 23:6).  No one
observed the dietary laws more
carefully than they.  But now, “in the
Lord Jesus,”  Paul has been led to a
different conviction.  This is not a
matter of rational deduction, but divine
revelation.  This phrase points to “the
enlightening, convincing, persuading
connection of His Word.”  (Lenski, p.
834)  Through Christ and His Word,
Paul has come to recognize that the
ancient regulations of the law
concerning food, drink, and festivals
were but a pale shadow of greater things
to come.  The reality is Christ.  The
shadows have no further meaning of
their own and can no longer bind the
consciences of men.
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“When you were dead in your sins and in the uncircumcision of your
sinful nature, God made you alive with Christ.  He forgave us all our
sins, having canceled the written code with its regulations...Therefore,
do not let anyone judge you by what you eat or drink, or with regard
to a religious festival, a new moon celebration, or a Sabbath day.
These are a shadow of the things that were to come; the reality,
however, is found in Christ.”  (Colossians 2:13,16-17)

The phrase “no food is unclean” recalls Peter’s vision at Simon the Tanner’s house
where the voice from heaven declared: “Do not call anything impure that God has
made clean!” (Acts 10:15).  The problematic uncleanness is not objective, it is
subjective; it exists only in the mind of individual who continues to consider the
food unclean.  The food is not, in fact, unclean.  Paul declares to Timothy; “God

has created all foods to
be shared in by those who
believe and know the
truth.  For everything
created by God is good,
and nothing is to be
rejected, if it is received
with gratitude; for it is
sanctified by means of
the Word of God and
prayer.”   (1 Timothy 4:3-
5; cf. 1 Corinthians 8:4-
7).  But the problem
remains, nonetheless, in
t h e  i m m a t u r e  a n d
incomplete understanding
of the weaker brother  -
“But if anyone regards
something as unclean,
for him it is unclean.”. 
The conscience of the

weaker brother is in error, but to act contrary to one’s conscience is in itself sinful.
Therein lies the dilemma.

“The simple principle here taught is, that it is wrong for any man to violate his own
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sense of duty.  This being the case, those Jewish converts who believed the distinction
between clean and unclean meats to be still in force, would commit sin in
disregarding it; and, therefore, should not be induced to act contrary to their own

consciences.”  (Hodge, p. 666)  

The attempt by the strong to compel the weak to recognize and practice their liberty
in these matters trapped the weak believer, with his erring conscience,  between two
sinful alternatives.  Luther categorizes the problem in this way:

“Not that there was any wrong in the act so far as the food was concerned; the
wrong consisted in the indiscretion of the strong in causing the weak to err through
the act.  For the weak could neither agree with the strong nor dissent from them.
Had they thought to consent, their weak consciences would have interposed,
protesting, “It is sinful.  Do it not!”  Had they thought to dissent, their conscience
again would have interposed, objecting, “You are not Christians, for you do not as
other Christians do; your faith must be false!”  Thus they could neither do one thing
nor the other without opposing conscience.  Now to violate conscience is the

equivalent of violating faith, and is a grievous sin.”  (Martin Luther, Lenker, VI,
p. 30)

Our sensitivity to the erring consciences of our weaker brethren must recognize the
dilemma in which their weakness has placed them.  For the weak believer to act
against his conscience is, in effect, to act against what he wrongly perceives to be the
will of God.  Accordingly, even though his perception is in error, his disobedience
of his conscience places him in violation of the First Commandment. That is sin.
Phillip Melancthon explains: “It is truly a sin to act against one’s conscience...To do
something when he is in doubt, or when his conscience disapproves, is an act of
contempt of God and without faith.”  (Melancthon, p. 234)  In his classic book on the
topic of adiaphora, Dr. Theodore Graebner places the issue in a more contemporary
context.

“But  there are people who have a weak conscience.  They consider these things
wrong.  Now regarding these, our verse says to them that such things become sinful
indeed!  The Roman Catholic who eats meat on Friday against his conscience sins,
not because he eats meat, but because he acts contrary to his conscience.  He does
what he believes to be contrary to the will of God.  He lacks the fear of God to that

extent and to that extent, sins against the First Commandment.”  (Graebner,   p.
24)

Similar difficulties were often experienced at the time of the Reformation, as Biblical
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worship was restored in place of the traditional rites and practices of Roman
Catholicism.  The restoration of both kinds in the Sacrament of Holy Communion,
that is, the distribution of both the bread and the wine to all communicants, was a
particularly difficult issue.  In his Instructions to the Visitors of Parish Pastors in
1528, Luther emphasized the importance of distinguishing between the “obstinate”
who denied and defied the clear teaching of Scripture in this matter, and the “weak”
who did not challenge the doctrine, but whose erring consciences were sincerely
troubled by such a basic departure from their traditional practice.  In dealing with the
weak, the Reformer allowed for the temporary continuation of the traditional practice,
on the basis of Romans 14.
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“First, as indicated above, in every way and manner the doctrine itself shall be
firmly held and positively preached and made known that according to the institution
of Christ both kinds are to be used in the Sacrament.  This teaching shall be
presented without compromise to everyone, including the weak and the obstinate.
Secondly, where there are weak Christians, who as yet have not heard, or been
sufficiently instructed and strengthened by the Word of the Gospel, and so out of
weakness and terror of conscience rather than obstinacy cannot receive both kinds,
one may allow these to take communion in one kind for the time being and where
they ask for it the pastor or preacher may so administer it.  The reason is this: In this
way the doctrine of both kinds will not be weakened or compromised, but only the
application or use of the doctrine will be temporarily postponed through Christian
patience  and  love... Even  nowadays  God tolerates much in us  and  in  others
which is wrong and insufficient, as a weak faith and other  defects, according to
Romans 14 and 15.  If despite all this, the doctrine nevertheless is maintained and
in no wise contradicted, love forgives and endures its inadequate application.
Furthermore, it is uncharitable, even unchristian to force those weak ones to receive
the sacrament in both kinds or to withhold it in one kind.  For thus they feel they are
made to sin.  We have often experienced that they make confession and do penance
for gross heresy when they have taken both kinds against their conscience.  Also they
think themselves guilty of heresy when they do not receive the one kind as has been
their inclination.  In both cases, the weak faith burdens itself with grievous sin such
as heresy, though falsely.  This is much worse than for a while not practicing full
obedience to the doctrine of both kinds.  St. Paul in Romans 14 says: “He who judges
himself in that he eats is condemned.”  Thirdly, as for the obstinate who will neither
learn nor practice this doctrine, one should simply offer them neither kind, but let
them go...For such obstinate ones are not only imperfect in the practice of the
doctrine, but also want to pervert and condemn the doctrine.  This we should not
suffer nor tolerate.  For the doctrine must run straight and clear, even if the deed and
practice creep and crawl, run or leap, after it.  The pastor who knows his people, and
daily associates with them must distinguish between the weak and the obstinate.  He
can easily observe those folk who have a good disposition, who gladly listen to
preaching and gladly want to learn and rightly guided thereby.  But the rough and
perverse who pay no attention to preaching are under no circumstances to be

considered weak, however loudly they claim to be so.”  (Martin Luther, AE, 40,
pp.290-292)  

“If your brother is distressed because of what you eat, you are no longer acting in
love.”  - The bottom line in these matters is not my rights as a Christian but a loving
concern for the welfare of my fellow believers.  William Barclay notes: “It is a
Christian duty to think of everything, not as it effects ourselves only, but also as it
effects others.”  The verb “is distressed” (Greek - “lupeisthei”) means to grieve or
anger another individual.  In this context a stronger sense is indicated.  “What Paul
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has in view is not merely a passing sense of irritation or momentary pang of grief, but
an actual wounding of conscience which destroys the whole balance of the brother’s
faith.”  (Dune, p. 820) “Acting in love”is the key motive throughout this segment.
The Greek noun for love is “agape,” the selfless, giving love which Christians have
experienced from God in Christ and are now called upon to practice in their dealings
with one another.  To act “kata agape” - literally “according to selfless love”means
that every word and action must be measured in terms of its impact upon other.  The
exercise of our freedom in Christ cannot be allowed to harm the faith of other
Christians.

“Do not by your eating destroy your brother for whom Christ died.”  - The issue is
restated as a direct command in the strongest possible language.  The triviality of that
which the strong are being asked to give up in comparison to that which could be lost
by the weak is bluntly revealed.  How important can mere eating be in comparison
to the salvation or damnation of one for whom Christ died?

“The weak sees his stronger brother eating food that he hitherto has not dared to eat.
He is enticed, or perhaps shamed, into eating what his conscience tells him is
forbidden food.  Thus he is “injured,” made to sin, by what his stronger brother eats.
The strong man’s eating is no longer innocent, for it has become an act of ruthless
lovelessness and destroys his brother.  The brother is weak, wrong in his convictions,
wrong as wrong can be.  But Christ died for him, in his foolish weakness, a brother
infinitely precious in the eyes of all for whom Christ died.  To injure him is to sin

against Christ Himself.”  (Franzmann, p. 251)
       
The verb “destroy” (Greek - “apollyme”) should be understood in the strongest
possible sense to refer to utter spiritual ruin, apostasy, and ultimate damnation (cf.
Matthew 10:28).  This is consistently the manner in which Paul uses the term with a
personal object (cf. Romans 2:12; 1 Corinthians 1:18; 8:11; 15:18; 2 Corinthians
2:15; 4:3; 2 Thessalonians 2:10).  The stakes in this matter could not possibly be
higher.

Verses 16-18
Do not allow what you consider good to be spoken of as evil.  For the kingdom of
God is not a matter of eating and drinking, but of righteousness, peace and joy in
the Holy Spirit, because anyone who serves Christ in this way is pleasing God and
approved by men.
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“Do not allow what you consider good to be spoken of as evil.”  - These closing
remarks bring this segment of the discussion to its conclusion.  They are addressed
to both the strong and the weak.  The Greek text actually says - “Therefore, do not
let your good be brought into contempt.”  The “good” (Greek - “agathon”) in
question  is God’s great gift to the congregation in Rome and to His people
everywhere.  “The term is intended to be comprehensive...When we define this Good,
various descriptions may be given: the whole Christian faith, our whole salvation in
Christ, the Gospel, etc.” (Lenski, p. 839)  The pettiness and trivial divisions of the
church bring the entire cause of Christ into disrepute in the eyes of the world.  When
the world fails to see Christ in us, they turn away and reject him altogether.  The
atheist philosopher Frederick Nietzsche once contemptuously dismissed Christianity
with these words: “I will not believe in the Redeemer until his people start acting
more redeemed.”   The verb”be spoken of as evil” is the Greek “blasphemeistho.”
literally ”to blaspheme against.”  It is a strong word which serves to indicate the
urgency of the apostle’s concern in this matter.  By our selfish actions God is brought
into disrepute.

“For the kingdom of
God is not a matter of
eating and drinking...”
- The heat of controversy
has a way of distorting
ones priorities.  The
apostle now returns to
first principles to place
these issues in their
proper perspective.
“Righteousness,” the
most important word in
the Epistle to the
Romans occurs here for
the last time in the letter.
Our Lord had promised
His disciples, “Seek ye

first the kingdom of God and His righteousness and all these things (the material
needs and necessities of this world) will be added unto you.”  (Matthew 6:33)  In
comparison to the wondrous blessings of citizenship in His kingdom of grace these
matters “of eating and drinking” are revealed as insignificant trivialities.  The
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“kingdom of God” consists, instead, of three substantive realities - “righteousness,
peace and joy in the Holy Spirit.”  God’s righteousness, the declaration of full and
free forgiveness in Christ, is the God’s gracious gift to every believer.  The result of
that divine declaration of “Not Guilty!” is “peace and joy in the Holy Spirit.”  The
same combination is found in Romans 5:1-2  - “Therefore, since we have been
justified through faith, we have peace with God through our Lord Jesus Christ,
through whom we have gained access by faith into this grace in which we now
stand.  And we rejoice in the hope of the glory of God.”  “Peace” is the sense of
well-being and security that comes from the knowledge that everything that God has
done everything that needed to be done to restore my relationship with Him in time
and in eternity.  The result of that wondrous peace is “joy,” the cheerful confidence
which God can sustain even in the face of persecution and pain.   As the children
sing: “Happiness is to know the Savior, living a life within His favor, having a
change in my behavior, happiness is the Lord!  Real joy is mine, no matter if the
teardrops start.  I’ve found the secret, it’s Jesus in my heart!”    These blessings
come to the believer through the work of the Holy Spirit.  The prepositional phrase
“in the Holy Spirit” is instrumental.  In indicates that these blessings occur through
the work of or in connection with the Holy Spirit.  

“Because anyone who serves Christ in this way...”  -  When one retains and focuses
upon these first principles rather than wandering off down the byways of trivial
controversy the result is “pleasing to God and approved by men.”  This is the way
God would have us live, in perfect harmony with one another as sinners redeemed in
Christ’s blood at the cross.  Such a life pleases and glorifies God, exemplifying the
message of the Gospel before the world.  Instead of blasphemy the result of such a
life is approval from men.  These results are exactly the opposite of the negative
consequences described in the preceding verses.    

Verses 19-21
Let us therefore make every effort to do what leads to peace and to mutual
edification.  Do not destroy the work of God for the sake of food.  All food is clean
but it is wrong for a man to eat anything that causes someone else to stumble.  It
is better not to eat meat or drink wine or to do anything else that will cause your
brother to fall.

“Let us therefore make every effort to do what leads to peace and to mutual
edification.”  - Having outlined the first principles of Christianity, the apostle
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proceeds to admonish the congregation in Rome to conduct themselves in conformity
with those principles.  The original text literally reads - “so then, let us pursue what
makes for peace.”  The peace at issue is clearly harmony among the members of the
congregation, specifically between the weak and the strong despite their differences
on the subjects of dietary rules and holy days.  The phrase “to mutual edification”
(Greek - “oikodomes tes eis allelous” - “the building up of one another” introduces
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the basic theme of this segment..  This is the first occurrence of this crucial New
Testament term in the letter to the Romans.  The word appears eighteen times in the
New Testament, fifteen of them in the writings of St. Paul.  This term pictures the
church as a building which must be carefully constructed and meticulously
maintained.  Jesus introduces the concept in His comment to Simon Peter; “Thou art
Peter and upon this rock I will build My church and the gates of hell shall not
prevail against it.”  (Matthew 16:18) The image of the church as a building serves
to emphasize our interdependence upon one another, just as the various components
in a physical building are constructed upon one another.  Much of the activity to
which God calls His people within the church is specifically designed to enable us to
edify, to build up, one another (cf. Hebrews 10:24-25)  Paul details the idea in
Ephesians:

“Consequently, you are no longer foreigners and aliens, but fellow
citizens with God’s people and members of God’s household, built on
the foundation of the apostles and prophets, with Christ Jesus Himself
as the chief Cornerstone.  In Him the whole building is joined together
and rises to become a holy temple in the Lord.  And in Him you too are
being built together to become a dwelling in which God lives by His
Spirit.”  (Ephesians 2:19-22)

“Do not destroy the work of God for the sake of food.”  - To selfishly insist upon
one’s own way in matters  of  genuine  adiaphora  is  not  edification  but  destruction.
The language in this phrase deliberately and directly contrasts that of its predecessor.
The NIV translates the Greek verb “katalue” as “Do not destroy.”  The verb in this
context more accurately means “Do not tear down.”  This is precisely the opposite
of the building up which Paul encouraged.  The admonition is repetition of Verse 15
-“Do not by your eating destroy your brother...” - in the context of edification
imagery.  Note that it is God’s work that is being torn down.  God creates faith in the
hearts of His people.  God calls His people together around Word and Sacrament to
form the Church.  When I demand my own way in matters of dietary preference,
regardless of the damage caused to other believers and to the Church, then I have
become guilty of tearing down “the work of God for the sake of food.”  “This calls
for self-sacrifice on the part of the strong; their love must be a self-denying love...The
weak whom they despise are God’s own workmanship created by Him in Christ Jesus
(Eph.2:10).  The clean food which they confidently eat will turn to poison in their
mouths if by their eating they make others fall and sin.”  (Franzmann, p. 253) The
juxtaposition of destroying the work of God and food is designed to highlight the
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relative importance of these two matters in relation to one another.

“All food is clean, but it is wrong to eat anything that causes someone else to
stumble.   It is better not to eat meat or drink wine or do anything else that will
cause your brother to fall.”  - Once again Paul asserts the correctness of the strong’s
position in these matters but insists that concern for the spiritual welfare of the
weaker brother must take priority.  In similar circumstances in Corinth, the specific
issue was eating foods that had been sacrificed to idols.  The apostle offered the same
carefully balanced advice, asserting Christian liberty in this matter, while cautioning
against offending the weak:

“So then, about eating food sacrificed to idols: We know that an idol
is nothing at all in world, and that there is no God but one...But not
everyone knows this.  Some people are still so accustomed to idols that
when they eat such food they think of it as having been sacrificed to
an idol, and since their conscience is weak it is defiled.  But food does
not bring us near to God; we are no worse if we do not eat, and no
better if we do.  Be careful however, that the exercise of your freedom
does not become a stumbling block to the weak.  For if anyone with a
weak conscience sees you who have this knowledge eating in an idol’s
temple, won’t he be emboldened to eat what has been sacrificed to
idols?  So this weak brother, for whom Christ died, is destroyed by
your knowledge.  When you sin against your brothers in this way and
wound their weak consciences, you sin against Christ.  Therefore, if
what I eat causes my brother to fall into sin, I will never eat meat
again, so that I will not cause him to fall.”  (1 Corinthians 8:4, 7-13)

Later in the same epistle, Paul restates the principles at stake even more forcefully,
reminding every believer that personal freedom and the exercise of my individual
rights cannot be the Christian’s ultimate goal:

“Everything is permissible - but not everything is beneficial.
Everything is permissible, but not everything is constructive.  Nobody
should seek his own good, but the good of others.  Eat anything sold
in the meat market without raising questions of conscience, for “The
earth is the Lord’s and everything in it.”  If some unbeliever invites
you to a meal and you want to go, eat whatever is put before you
without raising questions of conscience.  But if anyone says to you,
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“This has been offered in sacrifice,” then do not eat it, both for the
sake of the man who told you and for conscience sake - the other
man’s conscience, I mean, not yours.  For why should my freedom be
judged by another’s conscience?  If I take part in the meal with
thankfulness, why am I denounced because of something I thank God
for?  So whether you eat or drink or whatever you do, do it all to the
glory  of  God.    Do  not  cause  anyone  to  stumble,  whether  Jews,
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Greeks, or the church of God - even as I try to please everyone in every
way.  For I am not seeking my own good, but the good of many, so that
they may be saved.”  (1 Corinthians 10:23-33)

 
My concern for the welfare of my weaker brother and for the witness of the church
to the world must always take priority over the satisfaction of my desires or the
assertion of my prerogatives.  “Before the church and before the world it is much
more important to demonstrate our love than our freedom.”  (MacArthur, p. 297)
  

Verses 22-23
So whatever you believe about these things keep between yourself and God.
Blessed is the man who does not condemn himself by what he approves.  But the
man who has doubts is condemned if he eats, because his eating is not from faith,
and everything that does not come from faith is sin.

“So whatever you believe about these things keep it between yourself and God.”  -
Once again, the comment is directed toward the stronger brother and the responsible
exercise of his freedom in Christ.  The Greek text of this intriguing phrase literally
reads - “As to you, the faith that you have, keep to yourself before God.”   The”faith”
(Greek - “pistis”) in question here is both the subjective trust of the believer and “the
objective faith of Christian truth, in particular also that part of it which produces
liberty in all adiaphora for the believer.” (Lenski, p. 851) The inability of the weaker
brother to recognize that liberty in matters neither commanded nor prohibited by
Scripture indicates a lack of spiritual maturity.  However, the stronger brother dare
not denigrate the weak for their weakness nor attempt to pressure or propagandize
those who have not yet come to a comparable level of spiritual maturity.  At the same
time, the text is careful not to suggest that the strong should abandon their
convictions in these matters.   - “whatever you believe about these things keep
between yourself and God.”   While the strong may forego the exercise and even the
advocacy of their liberty for the sake of the weak, they may not give up that liberty
which has been purchased for them in the blood of Christ.

“The freedom of faith carries with it the obligation not to force that freedom on
others.  The more liberal may rejoice in the freedom that they have in matters of
personal conduct before God without having to parade that liberty before others.
The liberty is no less real for not being exercised.  Indeed it only shows itself as true

liberty when it restricts its full range for the sake of another.”  (Dunn, p. 834)  
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 The strong should cherish and celebrate their God-given liberty as a precious
blessing.  “Blessed is the man who does not condemn himself by what he approves.”
Luther’s  German translation captures the sense of the phrase exceedingly well:
“Selig ist, der sich selbst kein Gewissen macht in dem, was er annimmt.” (“Blessed
is the man whose conscience is untroubled by scruples over that which he
approves.”)

“But the man who has doubts is condemned if he eats because his eating is not
from faith, and everything that does not come from faith is sin.”  - In this final
verse, Paul returns to the implications of these issues for the weaker brother.  The
“doubts” (Greek - “diakrinomenos” literally “to waver”) at issue here are the
conscience scruples of the believer in regard to the eating of formerly forbidden
foods.  The verb “is condemned” (Greek - “katakekritai”) is a powerful term which
is typically applied to the judgement of God upon the sinner.  It serves to emphasize
the profound importance of these issues.  The phrase reinforces the earlier assertion
that the disregard or disobedience of conscience in sinful even when that conscience
is in error (cf. vs.14).  It is not the eating itself which is sinful and brings
condemnation but the disobedience of conscience. “By partaking they are
transgressing what they believe to be absolute moral norms.  Faith cannot survive
if people consistently flout what they  consider to be moral absolutes.”  (Schreiner,
p. 737)   The further explanation is added that such eating is sinful because it “is not
from faith.”  As in the preceding phrase “faith” is used both subjectively - personal
trust in Christ as Savior and Lord - and objectively - individual conviction stemming
from one’s faith in Christ.    The argument concludes with the general maxim -
“Everything that does not come from faith is sin.”  Douglas Moo explains:

“What he here labels “sin” is any act that does not match our sincerely held
convictions about what our Christian faith allows us to do and prohibits us from
doing.  For a Christian, not a single decision and action can be good which he does
not think he can justify on the ground of his Christian conviction and his liberty
before God in Christ.  Violation of the dictates of conscience, even when conscience

does not conform perfectly with God’s will is sinful.”  (Moo, pp.863,864)

+     +     +
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Excursus: The Scriptural Doctrine of Offense

Definition of Terms:

POPULAR USAGE -
“OFFENSE:  1. In biblical use: striking the foot against something; stumbling
(rare).  2. a stumbling block; a cause of moral and spiritual stumbling; an occasion
of unbelief, doubt, or apostasy. (archaic).  3.  The action of attacking or taking the
offensive;  attack, assault, aggressive action. b. Sports and Games.  The attacking
team or players, the attack (N. Amer.).   4. Hurt, harm, injury, damage, pain,
(inflicted or felt).  5. The act or fact of offending, wounding the feelings of, or
displeasing another; offended or wounded feeling; displeasure, annoyance,
resentment, umbrage.  b. disfavor, disgrace (rare).   6. The fact of being annoying,
unpleasant, or repulsive; offensiveness.  b. A cause of annoyance or disgust; an
offensive person or thing; a nuisance.  7. A breach of law, rules, duty, propriety, or
etiquette; and illegal act, a transgression, a sin, a wrong, a misdemeanor, a misdeed,

a fault.”  (From The New Shorter Oxford English Dictionary, Oxford
University Press, 1993)

BIBLICAL USAGE -
Scripture uses two basic terms, closely related in meaning, to describe the concept of
offense.  The first is the Greek word "proskomma" from a root which means "to
strike,” “smite,”“trip” or “fall." The Septuagint Greek translation of the Old
Testament uses this word for Hebrew words which mean "to trap” or “snare" and "to
fall” or “cause to fall."  William Tyndale's early English version of the Bible was the
first to translate this word with the English compound "stumbling-block."  That
translation is also commonly used in the King James  version (cf. Matthew 4:2).

The second and more prominent term for offense is the Greek noun "skandalon" from
which the English word "scandal" is derived.  This intriguing word comes from a root
which means "to jump up” or “snap shut."  It was the label for the wooden trigger
used to spring an animal trap and was used at times to refer to the bait or lure used to
draw the quarry into the trap.   It is also frequently translated as "stumbling block"
although at times the original connotation  of entrapment in maintained. (cf.  Romans
11:9)   It must also be noted that "skandalon" is a very strong word in Scripture.  It
always carries the connotation of that which is fatal.  To be caught in the trap means
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death.  "skandalon" is the trigger which springs the death trap. Wherever the Bible
uses this powerful word the idea of fatality prevails.  This is in marked contrast to the
popular usage of the word in modern English where offense most often refers to
injured feelings, displeasure or annoyance.

"This word here  (Romans 14)  has not the ordinary sense of causing mental distress
or being affected disagreeably, as when we say 'an offensive odor,' or also, 'He
offended me by laughing at my remark.'  Offend has nothing to do with insult.  Keep

this in mind if you don't wish to lose the entire point of this chapter." (Graebner,
p. 47)

The significant difference
between the more casual
popular usage of the concept
o f  o f f e n s e  a n d  t h e
catastrophic Biblical sense of
the terms must be clearly
understood and carefully
maintained in dealing with
the Biblical concept of
offense.

 In the New Testament  these
terms are used in a variety of
closely related ways:

(1) "a temptation to sin, an
enticement to fall away from
the faith into unbelief” (cf.
Matthew 5:29; 13:41; 16:23;
18:6-9;  John 11:7-10;
Romans 16:17;  Revelation
2:14;  I John 2:10; 11).

(2) Jesus, His Gospel, and His
cross are an offense to the
unbelieving world because
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they do not conform to human expectations and preconceived notions.  God's eternal
decree that man's salvation shall be by grace through faith in Christ crucified without
human effort or co-operation of any kind is a stumbling block which causes the
downfall of all human pride and self-righteousness.  As Christ was unwilling to
modify His messianic mission so that he might become more popular and acceptable
to the world so Christians today must still be willing to endure the world's scorn and
rejection so that Christ crucified may be proclaimed with saving power.  In that sense,
we must be willing to be “offensive” to those in our sinful world who scorn the
Gospel and its message of salvation and patiently endure the rejection and opposition
which are the consequences of that offense. (cf. Isaiah 8:14,15; Matthew 11:2-11;
13:53-58; 16:22,23; 26:31-33;  Mark 6:3; Luke 7:23;  Romans 9:32-33; I Corinthians
1:23; Galatians 5:11;  I Peter 2:6-8.)

(3) While faithfulness to Christ and His Word requires us to offend the world,
Christians are sternly warned to be careful lest their inconsiderate actions or
attitudes give offense in the sense of contributing to the temptation and  the
downfall of  others in matters of “adiaphora.”.  We are to bear with our weak and
immature brothers in the faith.  The law of love must take precedence over our
freedom to do as we choose even when the action in question is not actually
prohibited by the Word of God. (Luke 17:1-3; Romans 14:1-23; I Corinthians 8:1-
13; 10:23-33).

"The Greek word is ̀ skandalon', taken from ̀ skazo,' that is, ̀ to limp.'  For it signifies
a stumbling block, that is, something into which a person bumps and falls or becomes
confused.  A thing is called a scandal or a scandalous example when a person
becomes worse, or because he is confirmed in his error, or because he imitates a bad
example, or because he develops even greater feelings of hatred toward the Gospel.."

(Melancthon, Loci, p. 236) 

"The commoner term for offense is "skandalon."  It is the shorter form of the old
Greek word "skandalethron," the trap stick, the crooked, moveable stick (instrument)
to which bait was affixed and by which a trap was sprung.  The "skandalon," then
is the trigger on the trap, and in the New Testament usage means the trap itself, an
impediment, a pitfall,  a stumbling block.  The stumbling which is inherent in the
word is not just any kind of tripping or stumbling, from which one might easily and
quickly rise.  It is the death trap, a stumbling or falling to destruction, to total ruin.
In its Biblical use it is always used in the figurative sense and is anything which
causes the Christian to fall from faith, or an obstacle that prevents the sinner from

coming to faith."  (Doberstein,  pp.348-349)
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“If Anyone Causes One of these Little Ones who Believe in Me to Sin, It Would Be Better for
Him to Have a Large Millstone hung around his Neck and to be Drowned in the Depths of the

Sea” by J. James Tissot

"The words "offender," "offensive," "to give offense,"  have a special meaning.  As
already stated, in the ordinary sense to offend means to do something that injures or
wounds  the feelings or cause displeasure, as when we say, "No offense was intended
by the question."  But in the Biblical sense (in which it was first used in English) it
means to cause a person to stumble.  We distinguish three modifications of this
meaning.   1. There is an offense which every Christian must give and which he
cannot refrain from giving without sinning.  This is called in the New Testament "the
offense of the cross," Galatians 5:11; 1 Peter 2:8;  Romans  9:33.  The unbelieving
world takes offense at the doctrine of the atonement, the redemption of the world
through the vicarious sacrifice of Christ.  At this men stumble, by it they are
"offended."   Their pride does not want salvation by the merits of another, and their
reason does not tolerate  the idea of redemption through the sacrifice of God's Son.
As certain as it is that we must preach the doctrine of the cross, so certain it is that
we thereby will cause an offense to human pride and philosophy.   2. In the second
place, there is an offense which is sinful and which we can never give without
sinning.  This is referred to in such texts as Matthew 18:6-7; Mark 9:42.  By an evil
life, offense is given in the sense that others will follow the bad example, will be
encouraged to persist in wickedness, and even be taught forms of wickedness of
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which they might otherwise be ignorant.    3. There is a third kind of offense for
which we may be blamed or of which we may be innocent; in this sense the term is
used in Romans 14.  As already explained, it is the effect which our use of Christian
liberty may have upon another Christian who is not fully instructed  as to the will of
God.  Such offense implies a wrong on our part if it is due to a use of liberty which
ruthlessly disregards the scruples of a brother in the faith.  Such offense may be
innocently given if it is unintentional.  In some rare cases it may be necessary to give
such offense, that is, to use things we might otherwise yield to the weak Christian,
for the simple reason that the brother makes his own point of view a condition of
fellowship or a proof of Christianity.  We use sprinkling in baptism instead of
immersion for this reason.  Just where the line must be drawn, the welfare of the

church and love for our neighbor must decide."  (Graebner,  p. 49ff.)

"The word "offend" is here used not in the popular meaning of causing dislike,
anger, displeasure, but in the sense of causing one to stumble in his faith, to fall into
sin.  An offense, therefore, is anything that is likely to lead a person into unbelief,
misbelief, or sin, or anything whereby he is encouraged to continue therein.  Such
offense is given by false teaching, Romans 16:17, by setting a bad example, Romans
2:23,24, by an inconsiderate use of our Christian liberty without due regard for the

weak in faith, Romans 14:13...In its effect offense is soul murder."  (Koehler, p.68)

"Seducing others to sin the Scriptures call "giving offense," (Romans 16:17).  We
may define it thus:  To give offense means to teach or to do something by which we
lead another not to believe or to believe error or to lead a wicked life and thus cause
him, as far as we are involved, to perish eternally...Scripture teaches that offense is
not only given by doing evil (false doctrine and wicked life) but also through the
inconsiderate use of permissible things ; for by our example, Christians who are
weak in knowledge may be induced to do things which in their erring conscience they
regard as wrong and thus endanger their faith....We must be willing to restrict this
correct theological knowledge in practical use in every case where our use of the
right knowledge would induce the brother who is weak in knowledge to act contrary
to his erring conscience.  The general rule to be observed is this:  we must waive the
use of our Christian liberty unless the truth of the Gospel is at stake.  And that is the
case when the weak brother insists that his error be acknowledged as the true
doctrine, and judges him who has the right knowledge, declaring him to be a

transgressor of God's commandment."  (Pieper, cs, I, p. 561)   

SUMMARY PRINCIPLES:

1. The Scriptural distinction between "giving" and "taking" offense must be carefully
maintained.  Offense is taken when true doctrine or faithful practice is rejected
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because it does not conform to human expectation or desire or because of an
unwillingness to endure trouble or persecution on account of that doctrine or practice.
 Thus, when offense is taken,  the sinner uses the words or actions of another - which
are, in fact consistent with the will and word of God - as the excuse or justification
for his own sin.

"Jesus replied, "Go back and report to John what you hear and see:
the blind receive sight, the lame walk, those who have leprosy are
cured, the deaf hear, the dead are raised, and the good news is
preached to the poor.  Blessed is the man who does not fall away
(`skandalizthe') on account of me."  (Matthew 11:4-6)

"The one who received the seed that fell on rocky places is the man
who hears the word and at once receives it with joy.  But since he has
no root, he lasts only a short time.  When trouble or persecution comes
because of the word, he quickly falls away (`skandalizetai').  (Matthew
13:20-21)

"Then you will be handed over to be persecuted and put to death, and
you will be hated by all nations because of me.  At that time many will
turn away (`skandalizthesontai')  from the faith and will betray and
hate each other, and many false prophets will appear and deceive
many people."  (Matthew 24:9-11)

"Why not?  Because they pursued it not by faith but as if it were by
works.  They stumbled over the stumbling stone.  As it is written, "See
I lay in Zion a stone that causes men to stumble and a rock that makes
them fall, and the one who trusts in him will never be put to shame."
(Romans 9:32-33)

"Jews demand miraculous signs and Greeks look for wisdom, but we
preach Christ crucified: a stumbling block to Jews and foolishness to
Gentiles, but to those whom God has called, both Jews and Greeks,
Christ the power of God and the wisdom of God."  (1 Corinthians 1:22-24)

"For in Scripture it says, "See, I lay a stone in Zion, a chosen and
precious cornerstone, and the one who trusts in him will never be put
to shame."  Now to you who believe, this stone is precious.  But to
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“Phillip Melancthon” by Lucas Cranach - 1546

those who do not believe, "The stone the builders rejected has become
the capstone," and, "a stone that causes men to stumble and a rock
that makes them fall."  They stumble because they disobey the
message - which is also what they were destined for."  (1 Peter 2:6-8)

The Bible clearly teaches that when
offense is taken because of the
faithful testimony or godly life of the
Christian, the responsibility for the
ensuing downfall must remain with
the sinner himself.  Christians may
not compromise the purity of their
doctrine or the godliness of their
lives to make them more acceptable
- less offensive - to the sinful world
in which we live.

"In speaking of offense, a stumbling block,
Scripture cites both giving offense and
taking offense.  The two are quite different
even though the same term is used.
Offense is taken when an unregenerate
uses the words or acts of another as the
excuse to sin - without any fault on the part
of the other person...It may apply to
Christians, as well, whenever they fall
away because they are not willing to follow
Christ for one reason or another."

(Dobberstein, p. 350)

"There is a two-fold scandal or a two-fold
offense.  The first is Pharisaic offense, or, as
they say, offense that is taken.  This is when
the ungodly rage against the true doctrine
of the Gospel, or against honorable and
necessary actions, as when they are unwilling to allow the true doctrine to be proclaimed and errors
to be attacked...There are many reasons why the ungodly are angry at the true doctrine or at these
necessary changes in conditions.  Some are contending for their bellies - men who are unwilling to
give up the great profits that came from the masses or the prayers for the dead.  Others are
contending for their own authority... Although the destruction of the people certainly brought
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sorrow to the apostles themselves, they rejected this hypocritical offense and strongly
opposed these judgements.  They clearly confessed that they owed obedience to God
rather than to men since they were under the command of  Christ, who had
commanded them to gather the church by the word of the Gospel.  It is necessary to
attack errors concerning God and idols even if the world falls.  We must give priority
to the First and Second Commandments above all human matters - our own life, our
fortunes, our family, or the peace of the nation.  Hence we must maintain this rule.
It is necessary to confess the true doctrine and to flee idols  and to carry out the
commands of God, even if the ungodly rage and fight back and conceive fierce hatred
against the Gospel, regardless of the great dissensions which may arise out of the
stubbornness of the ungodly.  But the ungodly are the enemies of the Gospel and the
cause of dissensions themselves, because they must yield to the truth...The godly are
comforted by this rule even in times of controversies in the church.  And we have
need for this consolation now.  For this prospect of divisions and this clamor which
these hypocrites inflict upon us brings great sorrow to right-thinking people.  It is not
easy to endure it when they call us the enemies of God and the church, parricides,

seditious men, and finally plagues of the human race.  (Phillip Melancthon,
p.236)

"Properly speaking, someone offends as often as they lead anyone to become wicked
or godless by their  own evil example.  Therefore, "giving offense" may only be
accurately applied if someone has actually given an evil example.  However,  it is to
be labeled as "taking offense"  whenever someone does something that is not, in fact,
wrong, but completely good and holy, and someone else improperly takes that as an
occasion to commit sin.  In the same way, the enemies of  Christ took offense at His
holy changes and great wisdom, as, for instance, in Matthew 13:57, where they

became envious, angry, and embittered and sought after His life."  (Christian
Loeber,  Evangelisch - Lutherische Dogmatik,  p. 401)

Offense is given, on the other hand, when false doctrine or ungodly living cause others
to fall into sin.  The stern warnings of Scripture against Christians giving offense are
indicative of the profound seriousness of this matter.  The falling, stumbling, in the
word `skandalon' is a complete fall, utter destruction, spiritual ruin as unrepented sin
separates the sinner from God.  Accordingly, if the false doctrine or immoral living of
one person contribute to someone else's downfall the Lord will demand a stern
accounting from the one whose words or actions proved to be a death trap.

"I  urge you brothers, to watch out for those who cause divisions and
put obstacles (`skandala") in your way that are contrary to the
teaching that you have learned.  Keep away from them.  For such
people are not serving our Lord Christ, but their own appetites.  By
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smooth talk and flattery they deceive the minds of naive people."
(Romans 16:17-18)

   
"Jesus said to His disciples:  `Things that cause people to sin
(`skandala') are bound to come, but woe to that person through whom
they come.  It would be better for him to be thrown into the sea with
a millstone tied around his neck than for him to cause one of these
little ones to sin.  So watch yourselves."  (Luke 17:1-3)

"You have heard that it was said, "Do not commit adultery."  But I
tell you that anyone who looks at a woman lustfully has already
committed adultery with her in his heart.  It your right eye causes you
to sin (`skandalidzei') , gouge it out and throw it away.  It is better for
you to lose one part of your body than for your whole body to be
thrown into hell.  And if you right hand causes you to sin
(`skandalidzei'), cut it off and throw it away.  It is better for you to lose
one part of your body than for your whole body to go into hell."
(Matthew 5:27-30)

Dr. Franz Pieper does a good job of expressing the offensive implications of false
teaching in the Christian church in a 1912 sermon on Romans 16:17.  Pieper writes:

“Paul labels divisions as "offenses" not as something good or even indifferent.  The mere
fact of the division is already a scandal to the world and to weak Christians.  The world
thereby excuses its unbelief.  Weak Christians are cased to err in their faith.  The offense
becomes all the more apparent if we add that the divisions originate through deviation
from the doctrine of Christ.  Teaching another doctrine as the Word of Christ is a slap
in the face to every Christian who desires the church to be ruled and taught only through
His Word.  Teaching another doctrine as the Word of Christ is a slap in the face to
Christians whose honor and glory as Christians is that they are not subject to the words
of men but only to the Word of Christ.  Finally, to teach another doctrine as the Word of
Christ can only result in damage to souls.  This, therefore, becomes a matter of life and
death.  The word of man, even with the best of intentions, could never save a humanity
that is dead in sin.  Only the Word of God can do that...Only God's Law, insofar as it is
taught without weakening or human addition, can truly lead men to recognize that they
are poor sinners.  Only God's Gospel, insofar as it is proclaimed without mixing in the
works of the law can produce faith in Christ, give the highest salvation, and provide
power and desire to follow the narrow way to eternal life.  Any alteration of that Gospel
by mixing in the works of men whether directly through their own merit or indirectly
through improper behavior is poison and death.  That death positions itself as a barrier,
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“Dr. Francis Pieper”

a trap, and a stumbling block between
men and the grace and salvation won for
them by Christ."
  

Considerable damage can be caused
within the Christian community
when the concept of "giving
offense" is abused.  Dr. Theodore
Graebner, Concordia Seminary
Professor and longtime editor of the
Lutheran Witness, warned of the
divisive potential of the
promiscuous use of this concept.

"Sometimes the doctrine of adiaphora
is not denied but ignored by raising
against some fellow Christian this
charge of having "given us offense."
Now, this is a dangerous proceeding,
especially if it develops into a habit.  It
is likely to give a bitter tinge of
contentiousness to differences among
brethren which should never go beyond
an honest discussion or  possibly a

lively debate.  By charging the brother with "giving offense" a situation is immediately created
which has in it the seeds of an unchristian quarrel.  No doubt a Christian will sometimes overstep
the bounds of propriety and also in his methods of church work, his forms of worship, and his
attitude towards his fellow Christian "give offense."  But Scripture does not permit us to pass
judgement on a brother on so indefinite a charge as being "offended" by him.  We must be able
to establish the transgression of a moral principle - the law of love, one of the Ten
Commandments, some specific prohibition - if we intend to urge steps of church discipline.  By
simply accusing the brother of having given offense we really take the entire right of judgement
into our own hands.  We do not use the only standard of judgement among Christians, which is
the Word of God, but use as a standard of judgement our own feelings.  This will never do.
Whether it is in the field of domestic life or in congregational life, we can never compel a brother
or a congregation to act in harmony with our own view simply because we feel a wave of
displeasure or inward revulsion against something the brother or the congre-gation has done.
We may freely express our dissent, even our displeasure; we may argue and plead; we may cite
authorities and examples; but if we cannot quote the authority of Scripture, or cite the example
of our Lord and His apostles, we have no right to make demands...No church or synod, let us take
notice, no conference or congregation, can bring charges or exercise discipline on the mere grounds
of being 'offended.'  As soon as 'offense' is charged, the question arises, Has this offense been given,
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or has it merely been received?  In other words, the first consideration must be, Is the
offense taken justifiably, or is it charged by some arbitrary, human definition of what
is sinful?  But since in any such case what must be proved is the reality of the offense,
and since this can only be proved by showing that the offending brother has sinned
against the Word of God, it is evident that any charge of offense (so far as church
discipline is concerned) is only the halfway station.  We can never operate with it, but
in every case must come down to the Scripture proof by which the brother is convicted

of wrongdoing."  (Theodore Graebner, The Borderland Between Right and
Wrong, p. 51ff.)

2. Offense can also be caused in matters that are not, in and of themselves,  right or
wrong.  "Adiaphora" (German - "Mitteldinge" - Middle things) are things which
God's Word has neither commanded nor forbidden.  In this area sanctified judgement
and Christian liberty must prevail.   Where God has not spoken, a Christian is free to
act one way or another.  The elevation of  human rules, regulations, and traditions to
the status of divine commands  jeopardizes  the Gospel itself.  Thus St. Paul urges the
Galatians to reject the Judaizer's efforts to re-institute the requirement of
circumcision, the dietary laws, and the Sabbath prohibitions as infringements upon
our freedom in Christ.  "It is for freedom that Christ has set us free.  Stand firm, then,
and do not let yourselves be burdened again by a yoke of slavery." (Galatians 5:1)
However, constrained by our love for one another in Christ, we must take care lest the
insensitive exercise of our freedom in matters of adiaphora create doubts and
problems of conscience among our fellow believers.  "Be careful,  however,  does not
become a stumbling block to the weak."  (1 Corinthians 8:9)  At times, these issues
are not equally clear to all Christians.  The New Testament passages which discuss
this concern deal with issues like eating meat, drinking wine, observing Sabbaths and
festival days, or, eating foods that had been sacrificed to idols.  These are matters that
are not sinful in and of themselves.  Nonetheless, the consciences of some may be
troubled in such matters of adiaphora because of their individual cultural or religious
background.  

To do something that conscience forbids or is uncertain about is to sin against
conscience (cf. Romans 14:14,23).

"As one who is in the Lord Jesus I am fully convinced that no food is
unclean  in itself.  But if anyone regards something as unclean, then
for him it is unclean...But the man who has doubts is condemned if he
eats, because his eating is not from faith; and everything that does not
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“The Lord’s Supper” by Lucas Cranach the Younger  - 1565

come from faith is sin."

Theodore Graebner's comments on these verse are helpful:

 "Now, all those things which are under consideration - the use of God's temporal gifts
and anything not commanded and not forbidden - are termed by Paul 'clean.'  They
are not forbidden to the Christian.  But there are people who have a weak conscience.
They consider these things wrong.  Now regarding these our verse says that such
things have become sinful indeed!  The Roman Catholic who eats meat on Friday 
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against his conscience sins,  not because he eats meat but because he acts contrary to
his conscience.  He does what he believes to be contrary to the will of God.  He lacks
the fear of God to that extent and to that extent, sins against the First Commandment.
As Martin Luther insisted before the Imperial Diet at Worms:  "I cannot and will not
retract anything, since to act against one's conscience is neither safe nor right."  In his
Instructions for the Visitors of Parish Pastors in Electoral Saxony  (1528), Luther
followed this same principle in advising that those whose consciences were troubled
by the restoration of the Scriptural practice of receiving the Sacrament in both kinds
be allowed, for the time being, to continue the traditional practice of taking only the
bread (cf. pp. 561-562).

A believer whose conscience is erring or in doubt in a question of adiaphora is
described in Scripture as a "weak brother".  These are fellow believers who are
immature, and therefore vulnerable in their faith.  We are urged to deal with such
fellow believers patiently and considerately so that the exercise of our Christian
freedom does not become a stumbling block for them.  That patient consideration,
however, should not be construed as condoning or encouraging their weakness.

"And this is not to say that weakness should be encouraged.  Weakness is never a
virtue.  The church will always seek to inform and strengthen.  But as long as there
is a church militant, we will be faced with weaknesses in one matter of adiaphora or
another.  There will be Christians who are not as strong, still very weak.  Scripture
urges us to tolerate them, be considerate of them, lest we become guilty of offense
and they become trapped again in the dungeon of sin and death." (Dobberstein, pp.
354-355)   

"Accept him whose faith is weak, without passing judgement on
disputable matters.  One mans faith allows him to eat everything, but
another man, whose faith is weak, eats only vegetables.  The man who
eats everything must not look down on him who does not, and the man
who does not eat everything must not condemn the man who does, for
God has accepted him."  (Romans 14:1-3)

"We who are strong ought to bear with the failings of the weak and
not to please ourselves.  Each of us should please his neighbor for his
good to build him up.”  (Romans 15:1-2)

"Be careful, however, that the exercise of your freedom does not
become a stumbling block to the weak.  For if anyone with a weak
conscience sees you who have this knowledge eating in an idol's



585

temple, won't he be emboldened to eat what has been sacrificed to
idols?  So this weak brother, for whom Christ died, is destroyed by you
knowledge."  (1 Corinthians 8:9-11)

"To win the weak, I became weak to win the weak.  I have become all
things to all men so that by all possible means I might save some."
(1 Corinthians 9:22)

"And we urge you brothers, warn those who are idle, encourage the
timid, help the weak, be patient with everyone." (1 Thessalonians
5:14)

A Christian must be willing to forego the exercise of his Christian liberty for the sake
of his weaker  brother.  Our love for one another in Christ demands no less.    When
our actions, although not wrong in and of themselves, cause a weaker brother to sin
against his own conscience, or  become an obstacle to sharing the Gospel of salvation
with him, then we are obliged by Christian concern to refrain from that action.

"Paul's meaning is that if I have knowledge of some weak brother who may go
wrong because I indulge myself, I ought to forego the  indulgence.  I am obligated
to this self-sacrifice, however, not by a vague danger, but by a pretty definite
knowledge.  If a man unable to control his appetite for drink were among my dinner
guests, I ought not to serve drink..  I ought to omit either the man or the drink.  But
not both.  It is unreasonable to demand that I exclude drink from my table simply
because some weak brother who is not there may hear that wine was served and
make it a pretext to go off on a spree.  My conduct surely must not be governed by
his bad logic.  The principle is not:  "A gets drunk; therefore B must not drink;"
but: "A gets drunk; therefore A must not drink, and B must not drink when A is
around."  The declaration is conditional.  If the apostle knows of definite cases in
which his eating food will lead to others being encouraged to violate the dictates of
conscience, then certainly he will never eat meat so long as there is real danger.
But if he knows of no such danger, he will use his Christian freedom and eat without
scruple, I Corinthians 10:25-27,29.  He does not, of course, mean that the whole
practice of Christians is to be regulated with a view to the possible scrupulousness
of the narrowminded.  That would be to sacrifice our divinely given liberty  (2
Corinthians 3:17; Colossians 2:16-17) to the ignorant prejudices of bigots.  The
circumstances of this or that Christian may be such that it is his duty to abstain
from intoxicants, although he is never tempted to drink to excess; but Christians in
general are bound to no such rule, and it would be tyranny to try to impose such a

rule." (Graebner, pp. 48-49)
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“The Worship of the True Church and the False Church”
 by Lucas Cranach the Younger - 1546

The conscientious application of the Biblical concept of  offense in matters of
adiaphora must maintain a careful balance between a concern for the weaker brother
and a concern for the truth of the Gospel.

"A Christian will forego his Christian liberty only as long as the truth of the Gospel
is not at stake.  If at any time a weak Christian should insist that his incorrect
position is the right one and passes judgement on the strong Christian for his
correct position, then the matter can no longer be treated as any other adiaphoron.
In such cases a weak Christian becomes an erring brother.  Consciously or
unconsciously he has set out to rob a Christian of his liberty, to place him back

under the law." (Dobberstein, p.354)

When the weak Christian begins to issue demands and passes judgement on the
correct doctrine or practice of others, then a concern for the truth must take priority.
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Luther wisely distinguishes between the brother who is weak, and must be dealt with
patiently, and the brother who is obstinate, and must be dealt with firmly for his own
good and the welfare of the church.

"Secondly, where there are weak Christians, who as yet have not heard, or been
sufficiently instructed and strengthened by the word of the gospel, and so out of
weakness and terror of conscience rather than obstinacy cannot receive both kinds,
one may allow these to take communion in one kind for the time being...Thirdly, as
for the obstinate who will neither learn nor practice this doctrine, one should simply
offer them neither kind, but let them go.  So St. Paul according to Galatians 2:3f.,
refused to circumcise Titus when the Jews wanted to insist on it and to condemn
liberty.  For such obstinate ones are not only imperfect in the practice of the
doctrine, but want also to pervert and condemn the doctrine.  This we should not
suffer nor tolerate.  For the doctrine must run straight and clear, even if the deed
and practice creep or crawl, run or leap, after it.  The pastor, who knows his people
and daily associates with them, must distinguish between the weak and the
obstinate.  He can easily observe those folk who have a good disposition, who
gladly listen to the preaching and gladly want to learn and be rightly guided
thereby.  But the rough and the perverse who pay no attention to preaching are
under no circumstances to be considered weak, however loudly they claim to be so."

(Martin Luther, Instructions for the Visitors of Parish Pastors in
Electoral Saxony,, 1528)

The primary obligation of the church of Jesus Christ is to bear witness, clearly and
unequivocally to the truth.  Dr. Pieper's summarizes the issue in this way:

  "The general rule to be observed is this:  we must waive the use of our Christian
liberty unless the truth of the Gospel is at stake.  And that is the case when the weak
brother insists that his error be acknowledged as the true doctrine and judges him
who has the right knowledge, declaring him to be a transgressor of God's
commandment.  In this case, the weak brother becomes a false teacher, and then
Colossians 2:16 applies:  "Let no man therefore judge you in meat or in drink or in
respect of an holy day," etc., and Galatians 5:1: "Stand fast therefore in the liberty
wherewith Christ has made us free."  It may happen that by the commanded use of
the Christian liberty weak Christians are offended, that is, are induced to act
contrary to their conscience; but the responsibility for the offense rest on those who,
by demanding recognition for their error have forced us to make use of our

Christian liberty."  (Pieper, I, p. 562)
  
The question of immersion baptism is a good example of this principle at work.
Scripture does not require a specific method of baptism.  The Biblical term "baptize"
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may refer to any application of water.  At the time of the Reformation, the
Anabaptists insisted that immersion was the only appropriate method of baptism, and
that baptism by any other method was invalid.  At that point, the method of baptism,
which is in and of itself a matter of indifference,  became a matter of confession.
Lutherans, among whom the immersion of infants had been widely practiced,
abandoned that custom and typically baptized by pouring or sprinkling to
demonstrate their rejection of the Anabaptist assertion.

In the days following Luther's death, the Lutheran princes suffered major political
and military defeats.  The emperor assumed control of Saxony and attempted to
reinstitute many traditional Roman Catholic practices under the guise of
compromise. Although many of those practices were not inherently unscriptural, (i.e.
recognition of the bishops, restoration of the mass, acceptance of the seven Roman
Sacraments,  vestments, fasting, etc.)  Lutherans contended that their imposition by
force required them to be rejected as a matter of confession.   Article X of the
Formula of Concord states the position of our church:

"We believe, teach, and confess that at a time of confession, as when enemies of the
Word of God desire to suppress the pure doctrine of the Holy Gospel, the entire
community of God, yes, every individual Christian, and especially ministers of the
Word as the leaders of the community of God, are obligated to confess openly, not
only by words but also through their deeds and actions, the true doctrine and all
that pertains to it, according to the Word of God.  In such a case we should not yield
to adversaries even in matters of indifference, nor should we tolerate the imposition
of such ceremonies on us by adversaries in order to undermine the genuine worship
of God and to introduce and confirm their idolatry by force or chicanery...For here
we are no loner dealing with external adiaphora which in their nature and essence
are and remain of themselves free and which accordingly are not subject either to
a command or to a prohibition, requiring us to use them or to discontinue them.
Here we are dealing primarily with the chief article of our Christian faith, so that,

as the apostle testifies, the truth of the Gospel might be preserved."  (FCSD,X,10-
14)

At times this balance between love for the weaker brother and love for the truth is
difficult to maintain.  We must carefully search our own hearts and evaluate our
motives  lest a sinful desire for self-assertion determine our action.  Once again,
Theodore Graebner's observations are most helpful:

"But it still remains true that this scrupulousness is a weakness, a fault.  The church
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must tolerate it, must even treat it tenderly; but encourage it the church must not.
It has also, and even more, to cherish and vindicate the glorious liberty of the
children of God.  The weak in faith who scruple over meats and drinks, the times
and seasons, are not to be allowed to obstruct the Gospel; not to be allowed to
pervert others to their ignorance and error; not to be allowed to set up their
defective, yes, their false, gospel as a rival to the perfect law, the law of liberty,
which whosoever looketh into shall be blessed in his doing, James 1:25.  The church
can tolerate a private practice, or, for a time, a private belief that is defective; but
it cannot tolerate a rival gospel.  To do so would be, not charity, but unfaithfulness.
The Christian who is weak in faith is not to be regarded as a schismatic so long as
his error not does vitiate his life, and so long as he is content to hold his error in a
private, individual, modest fashion.  But as soon as he erects it into an aggressive,
proselyting, intolerant faction, or schism,  he is to be given place to, in the way of
subjection, "no, not for an hour," Galatians 2:5;  then the church must cry aloud
and spare not.  Then these weak brethren have become false brethren, who spy out
our liberty which we have in Christ Jesus, that they may bring us into bondage,
Galatians 2:4.  A weak brother is tolerable, but a weak church, never!  Indeed it is
the duty of the church to work upon the weak, so that Christian liberty be

acknowledged by the largest possible number."  (Graebner, p.46)

BEER AT THE CHURCH BARBEQUE?
A Case Study in the Scriptural Doctrine of Offense

The question of whether or not a church should allow beer or wine to be served at
church functions or events held on the church property comes up regularly.  This
question can serve as a helpful case study as we examine the Scriptural doctrine of
offense and our responsibility to be concerned for and sensitive to one another within
the Body of Christ.

  OBSERVATIONS FOR DISCUSSION
1. One of the most frequent concerns expressed in this area is the apprehension that
a change in our practice will cause offense among other Christians who do not
approve of drinking.  The objections of those from other denominations who believe
that drinking is sinful are a matter of offense that is taken, not given.  Their
insistence that a practice which God's Word does not prohibit is sinful and their
demand that all true Christians must conform to their view undermines the Gospel
and our freedom in Christ.  Like the pharisees of old they are guilty of "teaching for
doctrine the commandments of men." (Matthew 15:9)  To yield to their objections
would be to condone and encourage their error.  By complying with their legalistic
demands we could be giving the false impression to them and others that more is
required of a Christian than simple faith in Jesus. (cf. Galatians 2:11-13)   In any
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case, the offense taken by those who believe that the consumption of alcohol is
sinful, applies no matter where the drinking occurs.  They are equally offended by
the beer in a stein and the wine in a communion chalice.   In their view, it is the
action itself that is offensive; not merely its location.  Thus, if we were to decide that
because some might be offended the law of love requires abstinence, then in order
to consistent we must abstain from any public consumption of alcoholic beverages
in deference to the scruples of those who oppose alcohol.  
 
2. Consideration for those members of the congregation who struggle with a drinking
problem or are alcoholic must be taken into account.  Would the serving of beer or
wine at specifically designated church functions lead them into temptation, place a
stumbling block in their way, and possibly cause them to fall into sin?   Given the
widespread abuse of alcohol in our society and the possibility of drunkenness which
would be a disgrace to the church would it not be better by avoiding the problem
altogether by maintaining the general prohibition?  Before a specific answer can be
given we ought to consider the ethical principles involved in a more general way.
Is there a moral difference between drunkenness and other sins?  Does the possibility
that some may abuse an activity to sinful excess mean that the church should totally
avoid it?  If so, should we do away with church suppers because some among us are
gluttons or at least stop offering dessert because we have diabetics in the
congregation?  Or, should all church socials be prohibited because some among us
are gossips?  Virtually any activity could potentially be the occasion for sinful excess
or abuse.  It would seem to be more responsible to prohibit the excess and to clearly
establish a policy of zero tolerance for sinful behavior than to attempt to ban every
activity which could potentially lead to excess.  A distinction must be made between
activities would could theoretically lead to sinful excess and activities which are
inherently prone to excess.  In the case of the latter, discretion would seem to dictate
that the activity in question should be avoided.  It is irresponsible to place one’s self
in a situation where temptation is probable.  As Luther has observed: “You cannot
stop the birds from flying over your head, but you can stop them from making a nest
in your hair.” 

3. For some, the issue is simply a matter of propriety.  They are convinced that
drinking beer or wine at church events or on church property is inappropriate while
it may be completely permissible to do so elsewhere.  However, by adopting this
admittedly double standard we run the risk of being perceived as hypocrites.  If it is
permissible to drink elsewhere, why shouldn't it be permissible to drink at church
sponsored social activities?  If there is something wrong with drinking we shouldn't
do it anywhere.  If there isn't anything wrong with drinking why don't we allow it at
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church functions?  Are we different people at  church than we are anywhere else?
Is there any valid reason why different rules of behavior should apply?  Those who
oppose drinking altogether  may see our double standard as a tacit admission that we
really know it's wrong to drink but we choose to do it anyway when our church is not
directly involved.

Questions of propriety are by nature matters of individual taste and preference.  Thus
we must always be willing to tolerate a diversity of opinion in such matters.  Within
a Christian congregation, issues of this sort will typically be resolved by majority
vote, after conscientious efforts to achieve consensus.  Those in the minority ought
to be willing to defer to the preference of their fellow believers so that unity and
harmony may be maintained among us.  By the same token, the majority ought to be
willing to defer or forego the implementation of its will, if some within the family
of believers remain troubled by the decision and the result of its implementation
would be division or tension among us.  All of God's people should be motivated by
a desire to build the body of Christ instead of a selfish insistence upon getting our
own way.
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Romans Chapter 15

Verses 1-2
We who are strong ought to bear with the failings of the weak, and not to please
ourselves.  Each of us should please his neighbor for his good, to build him up.

“We who are strong ought to bear with...”  - The theme of Chapter 14 continues
through the first half of this chapter but in a more general way.  There are no further
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references to dietary observance or the question of the Sabbath.  This concern applies
across the board, throughout the Christian life.  Paul has previously indicated his
agreement with the perspective of the “strong.” Now, for the first time, he
specifically designates them as such and exhorts them as one who shares their
perspective - “we who are strong.”  The transition to a more general discussion is
further indicated by a shift in the term for the “weak” the Greek word “astehnes” to
the word “adynaton” which means to be without power or capability.  The verb,
“ought” (Greek - “opheilomen”) is placed at the beginning of the sentence in the
Greek text for particular emphasis.  This is “the personal religious “ought of grace
which has its basis in God’s redeeming act in Christ.”  (Franzmann, p. 255) (cf. John
13:14; 1 John 3:16; Romans 1:5,14)  It is used to describe an obligation that is
incumbent upon Christians by virtue of their faith in Christ.  The obligation in this
instance is “to bear with the failings of the weak.”  The verb means to take up a load
and carry it for someone else.  The Revised English Bible aptly paraphrases the verse
in this way: “Those of us who are strong must accept as our own burden the tender
scruples of the weak.”  The nature of the intended support is further defined by the
phrase “and not to please ourselves.”  Martin Franzmann explains:

“Bearing with the weak is something more positive than toleration of them or
indulgence toward them; it means self-renunciation on the part of the strong.  They
can no longer “please themselves,” look out for their own interests, even if that
interest is religious self-development.  They “bear with” the weak by taking the weak
upon themselves as their responsibility, by existing for and serving the weak, by
imparting their strength to the weak in a gracious ministry that builds him up.”

(Franzmann, p. 255)

“Each of us should please his neighbor for his good to build him up.”  Verse two
restates the point.  The language - “please his neighbor recalls the “Golden Rule”
of Leviticus 19:18- “Love your neighbor as yourself.”  The term “neighbor” occurs
16 times in the New Testament, always in reference to this classic text.  In Chapter
13 the apostle cited Leviticus 19:18 in discussing the primacy of love in the Christian
life (cf. Romans 13:9). Mere self-satisfaction can never be the goal of the Christian.
Instead, the motive of the believer must always be “to please his neighbor for his
good to build him up.”  The “pleasing” in question certainly does not refer to a
servile catering to the selfish desires and whims of others.  Paul has sternly warned
elsewhere that Christians are not to be “men-pleasers” (Ephesians 6:6; cf. also
Galatians 1:10; Colossians 3:22; 1 Thessalonians 2:4)).  The Christian seeks to
“please his neighbor” in the sense of strengthening and supporting him in his faith
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and in his spiritual growth.  “Building up” (Greek - “oikodome”) is the characteristic
New Testament word for such spiritual advancement.  It serves to emphasize our
interdependence upon one another as living stones within the temple of Christ’s
church.

Verses 3-4
For even Christ did not please Himself but, as it is written: “The insults of those
who insult you have fallen on me.”  For everything that was written in the past was
written to teach us, so that through endurance and the encouragement of the
Scriptures we might have hope.

“For even Christ did not
please Himself...”  - Our Lord
Jesus is the prime example of
s u c h  s e l f l e s s  l i v i n g .
Throughout His earthly life,
Christ humbly submitted to the
will of the Father for the
salvation of humanity.  Neither
the devil’s subtle temptation
(Matthew 4:1-11), nor the
anguish in the Garden (Luke
22:39-46), nor the agony and
humiliation of the cross
(Matthew 27:41-44) could
dissuade Him from that course.
All that He did, He did for
others.  Paul cites the prophetic
words of Psalm 69:9 and places
them upon the lips of the Savior
as an illustration of his point.
After Psalms 22 and 110, Psalm
69 is the psalm most frequented
quoted in the New Testament.
The messianic nature of the
Psalm is clearly attested by all
of the New Testament
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references (cf. John 2:17; 15:25; Romans 11:9,10; Acts 1:20 Matthew 23:38)  In
Romans 11:9 Paul attributes the human authorship of this Psalm to David, a claim
disputed by many modern commentators, including the great Lutheran Old Testament
scholar Franz Delitzsch.  R.C.H. Lenski defers to the apostle’s opinion in this matter,
ironically noting, “Paul is a much safer authority than Delitzsch.”  (Lenski, p. 859)
 David, the Messiah’s ancestor and predecessor, “becomes a typical example of the
things that are experienced by all who are truly zealous for the Lord’s house.”
(Leupold, p. 501)  The psalmist’s experiences become the counterpart and the
preview of those of the coming Messiah whom he represents.  The point of the
quotation is simply that those who oppose and resist God also oppose and resist His
representative.  Recognizing this fact, Jesus willingly endured their insults and
persecution as a part of His submission to the will of the Father for the salvation of
humanity.     Origen, a great Bible scholar of the early church notes: “Christ did not
please Himself, nor did He think it was robbery to be equal with God, but wanting to
please men, that is, to save them, suffered the reproaches of those who reproached
God, was it is written.”  (Bray, p. 354)   In his commentary on this text, John
Chysostom stresses the voluntary nature of Christ’s suffering: “He had the power not
to have been reproached, power not to have suffered what He did suffer, had He been
minded to look to His own things.”  (Moo, p. 869)

“For everything that was written in the past was written to teach us...”  - Paul
explains the pertinence of the precedent by reminding his readers of the didactic
purpose of Scripture.  The Old Testament continues to play a crucial role in the life
of the people of God in accordance with God’s plan and purpose.  He inspired the
written record of His mighty deeds and promises so that they might serve to teach and
instruct His people today.  To the Corinthians Paul asserts: “These things happened
to them as examples and were written down as warnings for us, on whom the
fulfillment of the ages has come.”  (1 Corinthians 10:11) Martin Franzmann points
out:

“Paul appropriates Israel’s Bible for the new Israel of the last days...Through Christ
the Old Testament, this dark, perplexing book, becomes clear and luminous for the
eyes of faith; through Him the veil which screens its deepest and true meaning from
the eyes of hardened Israel is removed (2 Corinthians 3:15-16).  Then the Old
Testament speaks encouragement and inspires steadfastness; it gives us hope.”

(Franzmann, p. 257)   
    
The central role of Scripture in maintaining the confidence and endurance of the
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people of God is clearly asserted.  For this very reason, God caused His book to be
written - “so that through endurance and the encouragement of the Scriptures we
might have hope.”  Those who discount the Bible as an ancient book irrelevant to the
cares and concerns of modern man or those who deny the Bible as an unreliable
human production riddled with inaccuracies and errors both deprive God’s people of

that hope by depriving them of
the means to obtain and sustain
that hope.

The proposition “through”
(Greek - “dia”) is repeated in
the Greek text to emphasize that
bo th  “endurance”  and
“encouragement” are directly
linked to the teaching role of
Scripture.  “Endurance”
(Greek - “hypomone”) is the
ongoing willingness to remain
under the load of a heavy
burden.  It occurs thirty-two
times in the New Testament,
usually in reference to the
disciple’s submission to trial
a n d  t r i b u l a t i o n .
“Encouragement” (Greek -
“paraklesis”) is used twenty-
nine times in the New
Testament.  Its most prominent
v a r i a t i o n  i s  t h e  t i t l e
“Paraclete” ascribed to God
the Holy Spirit by Jesus in John
16:7.  It literally means one who
comes alongside another to
offer aid and assistance.  These
are the precious blessings which

God offers in His Word to create and sustain the “hope” of His people.  “Hope” in
the Bible is never the impotent desire for change or improvement.  It is the rock-solid
confidence of the believer that the promises of God hold true and that although we
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have not yet seen the fulfillment of
those promises, they will most
certainly come to pass.  That hope
is sure because it rests completely
upon God and His Word, not upon
the attitude or actions of men.

Verse 5-6
May the God who gives
endurance and encouragement
give you a spirit of unity among
yourselves as you follow Christ
Jesus, so that with one heart and
mouth you may glorify the God
and Father of our Lord Jesus
Christ.

“May the God who gives
endurance and encouragement
give you a spirit of unity...” - A
profound concern for the unity of
the church has been Paul’s

underlying theme since the beginning this discussion about the strong and the weak
in 14:1.  That concern now comes explicitly to the fore.  Here, as elsewhere in
Scripture, the prayer  that Christians may recognize and implement the unity which
is God’s gift to His people is closely linked to teaching authority of the Word (Vs. 4 -
Greek - “didaskalia...ton graphon”) (cf. John 17:17,21,23; Ephesians 4:1-16).  Paul’s
prayer is that while diversity in adiaphora must be tolerated in Christ-like humility,
there may be, nonetheless, complete unanimity where Scripture speaks clearly.  Paul
is, in effect, paraphrasing the historic slogan of the Moravian Brethren - “In
essentials,  unity - In non-essentials, diversity - In all things charity” - that is, if
“essentials” are understood to be all Biblical doctrine and “non-essentials” are
understood to be all matters of adiaphora and human opinion.  As the diversity in
adiaphora is motivated by love for Christ so also  “a spirit of unity” is motivated by
a compelling desire to “follow Christ Jesus.”   As God’s people realize and
demonstrate this unity it becomes possible to  “glorify the God and Father of our
Lord Jesus Christ” with “one heart and mouth.”  The opposite is, of course, also
true.  When God’s people are divided and the church does not speak with one voice
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on matters of Biblical doctrine, this division and doctrinal diversity detracts from the
glory of God and serves to discredit Him and His Word in the eyes of the world.
Lenski explains the critical importance of this unity as a reflection of the unity and
glory of God:

“As God’s glory is one and unchangeable and His every deed, gift, blessing are one,
so our making these manifest must be one.  The Word that tells of Him is one and our
apprehending and our voicing of that Word must thus also be one, whatever part of
it we mention.  This oneness of conviction and confession, like our mystical oneness
in the Una Sancta, is far deeper than many suppose, for its ultimate basis, source,
and substance are the oneness of God and of His glory.  Here we have an answer to
the idea that each man may have his own views and the right to his own personal
views, to the idea that we may agree to disagree, that creeds and confessions are
hindrances, that creedlessness is the ideal.  Where oneness of mind and mouth is lost,
somebody is wrong, somebody is not glorifying God but himself, is darkening the
glory of God, forsaking the Word, injuring the church, putting in jeopardy his
connection with the Una Sancta, perhaps tearing himself away from its spiritual
bond.  The clearer our view of the ultimate ground of our confessional oneness is,
the more serious and dangerous our division and rents in confession will appear.”

(Lenski, p. 864)

Verses 7-12
Accept one another, then, just as Christ accepted you, in order to bring praise to
God.  For I tell you that Christ has become a servant of the Jews on behalf of God’s
truth, to confirm the promises made to the patriarchs, so that the Gentiles may
glorify God for His mercy, as it is written: “Therefore, I will praise You among the
Gentiles; I will sing praises to Your name.”  Again it says: “Rejoice, O Gentiles,
with His people.”  And again, “”Praise the Lord, all you Gentiles, and sing praises
to Him all you peoples.”  And again Isaiah says: “The root of Jesse will spring up,
one who will arise to rule over the nations; the Gentiles will hope in Him.” 

“Accept one another, then, just as Christ accepted you...”  - This segment of the
epistle now draws to its conclusion.  “Acceptance” is an active concept denoting
much more than minimal toleration.  It indicates the love and mutual concern which
characterizes the relationships between family members.  Earlier in Romans 14:3 Paul
admonished the weak not to judge the strong because God had “accepted” them.  The
same argument is now broadened to establish Christ’s acceptance of all Christians as
the foundation for our acceptance of one another.  We are all people whom God loves
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in Christ.  Our acceptance of one another is the inevitable result of His acceptance of
us all.  The mutual love of God’s people for one another serves to demonstrate the
reality of His love before the world and thus glorifies Him - “in order to bring praise
to God.”

“For I tell you that Christ has
become a servant...”  - The
introductory phrase, “For I
tell you” signals a solemn
doctrinal declaration which
summarizes one of the basic
theological themes of the
epistle - the fulfillment of the
Abrahamic covenant by the
inclusion of the Gentiles into
the people of God . As Paul
asserts in Galatians 3:14 - “He
redeemed us in order that the
blessing given to Abraham
might come to the Gentiles
through Christ Jesus, so that
by faith we might receive the
promise of the Spirit.”  Christ
voluntarily submitted to the
servant role in order to
accomplish this divine
purpose - “on behalf of God’s
truth.” By fulfilling God’s
promises and covenant
commitments to the patriarchs,
Chr i s t  v ind ica ted the
truthfulness, the faithfulness,

of God.  The use of the formal messianic title “Christ” rather than the personal name
“Jesus” emphasizes His role as the Anointed One of God, the promised Savior.  The
text literally reads - “Christ has become a servant of the circumcision.”  The NIV
offers the interpretive paraphrase - “a servant of the Jews.”  That is, no doubt, the
intent, but the paraphrase lacks the precise emphasis of the original which focuses
specifically on the ritual obligations of the Old Testament.  Although Christ as the
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Son of God was not subject to the law, He submitted Himself to the demands of the
law in order to accomplish the plan of salvation..  He was “Born under the law to
redeem those under the law, the we might receive the full rights of sons.”
(Galatians 3:4-5)  The concept of Christ taking on the role of a servant is reminiscent
of Philippians 2: “Your attitude should be the same as that of Christ Jesus: Who
being in very nature God, did not consider equality with God something to be
grasped, but made Himself nothing, taking the very nature of a servant, being made
in human likeness.”  (Philippians 2:5-7).

“So that the Gentiles may glorify god for His mercy...”  - Even the obstinate
rejection of the Messiah by the majority of Israel is transformed in God’s grace to a
source of blessing for the Gentile world (cf. Romans 9-11).  Lenski summarizes the
thrust of the argument:

“Paul’s purpose is admonitory, to make the Roman Jewish and Gentile Christians
be of one mind among themselves in accord with Christ Jesus and to glorify God
with one mouth (vs. 5-6).  Their oneness centers in Christ and in God the Father of
our Lord Jesus Christ; four times we read “Christ,” five times “God.”  (Vs.5-9) The
glorifying with one mind and with one mouth will strike two chords: truth  - mercy,
but how harmoniously they accord!  The Jewish Christian as well as the Gentile
Christian thinks not only of himself but also of the other; each sees God’s glory in

what Christ has done for him, and also for the other.”  (Lenski, pp. 869-870)

“As it is written...”  - The customary phrase introduces a series of Old Testament
citations to document the point and demonstrate the united chorus of praise to the
glory of God from both Jews and Gentiles.  The first quotation comes from Psalm
18:49, words from the inspired pen of King David: “Therefore I will praise You
among the Gentiles; I will sing hymns to Your Name.”  David is the greatest of
Israel’s historic monarchs.  God had given him the victory over the Gentile nations
surrounding his kingdom.  David rejoices in that victory as a means of glorifying God
among the nations.  The second quotation is drawn from Deuteronomy 32:43 -
“Rejoice, O Gentiles, with His people!”  The phrase celebrates what God has done
and summons the Gentiles to join with the Children of Israel in rejoicing over God’s
mighty deeds on behalf of His own.  Jews and Gentiles together singing the praises
of God - that is the theme of this series of quotations.  Next, the apostle turns again
to the Book of Psalms, this time to Psalm 117:1  - “Praise the Lord, all you Gentiles,
and sing praises to Him all you peoples.”  Psalm 117 is the shortest chapter in the
Bible - only two verse long.  The verse which follows this citation refers to the
“mercy” and the “truth” of God as the basis for mankind’s praise of the Lord.
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Finally, the prophecy of Isaiah
11:10 concludes the list of
quotations: “The root of Jesse
will spring up, one who will
arise to rule over the nations;
the Gentiles will hope in Him.”
The juxtaposition of the “Root of
Jesse” a Messianic title which
stresses Christ’s identity as the
scion of Israel’s royal house, and
the hope of the Gentiles
reinforces the point that God’s
plan of salvation included Jew
and Gentile from the very
beginning. 
    

Verse 13
May the God of hope fill you
with all joy and peace as you
trust in Him, so that you may
overflow with hope by the power
of the Holy Spirit.

“May the God of hope fill
you...”  - This is the first of three
magnificent benedictions in the
closing verses of the letter to the

Romans.  It is, as Donald Grey Barnhouse affirms “a great summary of the blessed
life in the brotherhood formed by our oneness in Christ.”  (Boice, p. 1835) The words
of Paul’s prayer of blessing are directed to “the God of hope.”  The title
acknowledges God as the sole source and giver of our hope.  It is particularly
appropriate in the aftermath of the preceding quotation’s reference to the hope of the
Gentiles.   Four qualities are highlighted within the blessing - hope, joy, peace, and
trust.  Hope is given particular emphasis by its primary position and its repetition at
the end.  All flow from God and are graciously bestowed upon us “by the power of
the Holy Spirit.”  Paul’s prays for a superabundance of these blessings- “May the
God of hope fill you...so that you may overflow.”  Each of these concepts has been
enunciated and elucidated previously in the letter.  The are now combined as the
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culmination of Paul’s desire for the Christians in Rome.

Verses 14-16
I myself am convinced, my brothers, that you yourselves are full of goodness,
complete in knowledge and competent to instruct one another.  I have written to
you quite boldly on some points, as if to remind you of them again, because of the
grace God gave me to be a minister of Christ Jesus to the Gentiles with the priestly
duty of proclaiming the Gospel of God, so that the Gentiles might become an
offering acceptable to God, sanctified by the Holy Spirit.

“I myself am convinced, my brothers...”  - The text now turns to personal matters.
The apostle explains, at some length, how he has come to write this letter at this time
and describes his present activities and future plans for a visit to Rome. Opening with
the warm fraternal greeting, “my brothers,”  He begins the segment by affirming his
confidence in the spiritual maturity of the congregation.  The pronouns are emphatic
for particular emphasis - “I myself  - you yourselves.”  The “goodness” which
characterizes the Roman church suggests kindness and generosity toward others.  The
term (Greek - “agathosune”) is relatively rare.  It occurs only in Biblical Greek with
primary reference to kindness, thoughtfulness, and charity toward the poor.  The
apostle applauds the congregation’s familiarity with the full range of Christian
doctrine - “complete in knowledge and competent to instruct one another.”

“I have written to you quite boldly on some points....”  - Paul explains that their level
of spiritual maturity and knowledge enabled him to write to them in an unusually
forthright and direct manner - “quite boldly.”  He subtly suggests that his teaching to
them is nothing new or novel, but that his goal was to simply “remind” them again of
things which they already knew.  The basis and authority for his reminder is his
apostolic commission - “because of the grace God gave me to be a minister of Christ
Jesus to the Gentiles.”  The assertion of Paul’s apostolic authority is both gentle and
unmistakable.  Issues of Jewish/Gentile concern have been a primary emphasis in the
epistle, issues which clearly fall within the purview of Paul’s unique role as the apostle
specifically designated by Christ to carry the Gospel into the Gentile world.  It is
interesting to note that Paul does not use the title “apostle”in this context.  Instead he
identifies himself as “a minister of Christ Jesus to the Gentiles.”  The Greek word for
“minister” is “leitourgos,” a word used in the Septuagint with primary reference to the
role of the Levitical priesthood in the conduct of the temple services.  Carrying on
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this theme, Paul uses the picturesque language of the Old Testament sacrificial
system to present the mission to the Gentiles in a manner that is most accessible and
acceptable to the Jews - “with the priestly duty of proclaiming the Gospel of God,
so that the Gentiles might become an offering acceptable to God.”  The
sanctification of the Gentiles as “an offering acceptable to God” is ascribed to the
Holy Spirit.  The verb is passive.  God the Holy Spirit is the active agent in this
sanctification, not the Gentiles themselves.

Verses 17-19
Therefore I glory in Christ Jesus in my service to God.  I will not venture to speak
of anything except what Christ  has  accomplished  through  me  in  leading  the 
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Gentiles to obey God by what I have said and done - by the power of signs and
miracles, through the power of the Spirit.  So from Jerusalem all the way around
to Illyricum, I have fully proclaimed the Gospel of Christ.

“Therefore I glory in Christ Jesus in my service to God.”  - Paul hastens to clarify the
reason for his claim to a central role in the mission to the Gentiles, lest his words be
dismissed as mere bragging.  The issue here, he argues, is not personal aggrandizement
but the glory of the Lord Jesus Christ and His Gospel.  God has accomplished that
which He intended in the ministry of St. Paul.  As Paul rejoices in the success of that
ministry, he seeks to draw attention, not to himself, but to the God who called him and
enabled him to do that which he was called to do.  Complete credit is given to God.
The language is most emphatic - “I will not venture to speak of anything except what
Christ has accomplished through me in leading the Gentiles to obey God by what I
have said and done.”   The apostle acknowledges that he is nothing more than the
humble instrument in the hand of the Lord.  All that which he has said and done -
including the “signs and miracles” which have been performed to authenticate the
message - have been done “through the power of the Holy Spirit.”  “Signs and
miracles” is the standard Biblical phrase for the miracles of God.  “Signs” (Greek -
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“semeia”) indicates the purpose of the supernatural feat while “miracles” (Greek -
“terata”) the supernatural event itself.

“So from Jerusalem all the way around to Illyricum...”  - Paul uses the geographic
poles of Jerusalem in Judea and Illyricum, north of Macedonia on the Balkan peninsula
to summarize the scope of his ministry to date.  Paul’s presence in Jerusalem at the
outset of his ministry is well documented in Acts and Galatians (cf. Acts 9:26-
30;26:20; Galatians 1:18-22).  Illyricum was viewed as the far northern fringe of the
empire.  Paul may have passed through the region during his third missionary journey
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(Acts 20:1-2).  Wherever he journeyed in response to God’s call he “fully proclaimed
the Gospel of Christ.”  The phrase emphasizes the faithfulness of Paul’s preaching.

Verses 20-22
It has always been my ambition to preach the Gospel where Christ was not known,
so that I would not be building on someone else’s foundation.  Rather, as it is
written, “Those who were not told about Him will see, and those who have not heard
will understand.”  This is why I have often been hindered from coming to you.

“It has always been my ambition to preach the Gospel...”  - Paul perceived himself
to be a missionary on the frontier of Christianity.  “Paul here indicates that he
believed that God had given him the ministry of  establishing strategic churches in
virgin gospel territory.”  (Moo, p. 896)   The history of the early church seems to
indicate that this was a general perception of the apostolic role.  The chosen thirteen
were sent out to found new churches where none had existed before, and then move
on to establish other churches throughout the world.  The care and development of
the congregations which had been founded was delegated to others chosen for that
role by the apostles (i.e. Timothy in Ephesus and Titus in Crete).  Accordingly, Paul
assertion is not merely a matter of personal inclination or preference.  This was, in
fact, the strategic purpose for which Christ had called His apostles.

“And this was the very call of the apostles: to lay the foundation and not to build
upon it (Note 1 Corinthians 3:10).  This was not only Paul’s duty; the other apostles
likewise knew that their calling was laying the foundation in one place or locality;
as soon as the Gospel was well established, they moved on to a new locality.  For

this reason the Gospel extended so far in so short a period.”  (Lenski, p. 886)

The point is made here to explain why Paul has not found it necessary before this to
visit Rome.  The church in that great city was already well established.  Paul does not
refer to the involvement of another apostle in the founding of the Roman
congregations and it is therefore “quite likely that the church had not been founded
by, nor visited by, any apostle at this point.”  (Moo, p. 897) This point becomes
particularly significant given the claims of the Roman papacy that the apostle Peter
was the founder and first bishop of the church in Rome and the all subsequent
bishops of Rome therefore enjoy primacy over the universal church as the successors
of Peter.  As the following “Excursus” demonstrates, this claim cannot be validated
either Scripturally or historically.  The absence of any reference to Peter in Paul’s
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closing comments here in the Epistle to the Romans are of particular significance in
this longstanding debate.

+     +     +

Peter and the Church in Rome

Vatican I declared with absolute assurance that the apostle Peter was the founding
bishop of the church of Rome and that having been martyred there, the Roman Church
has been consecrated by his blood.  Therefore, “on account of the greater authority of
the princedom,” the church of Rome shall be the foremost of all churches to whose
authority every Christian Church must conform.  The Council decreed:
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“That which the Prince of Shepherds and great Shepherd of the sheep, Jesus Christ our
Lord, established in the person of the blessed Apostle Peter to secure the perpetual
welfare and lasting good of the Church, must, by the same institution, necessarily
remain unceasingly in the Church; which, being founded upon the Rock, will stand firm
to the end of the world.  For none can doubt, and it is known to all ages, that the holy
and blessed Peter, the Prince and Chief of the Apostles, the pillar of the faith and
foundation of the Catholic Church, received the keys of the kingdom from our Lord
Jesus Christ, the Savior and Redeemer of mankind, and lives, presides, and judges, to
this day and always, in his successors, the bishops of the holy see of Rome, which was
founded by him and consecrated by his blood.  Whence, whoever succeeds to Peter in
this See, does, by the institution of Christ Himself obtain the primacy of Peter over the
whole Church.  The disposition made by Incarnate Truth therefore remains, and
blessed Peter, abiding through the strength of the Rock in the power that he received,
has not abandoned the direction of the Church.  Wherefore, it has at all times been
necessary that every particular Church - that is to say, the faithful throughout the
world - should agree with the Roman Church, on account of the greater authority of
the princedom which this has received; that all being associated in the unity of that See
whence the rights of communion spread to all, might grow together as members of the
one Head in the compact unity of the body.  If, then, any should deny that it is by the
institution of Christ the Lord, or by divine right, that blessed Peter should have a
perpetual line of successors in the Primacy over the universal Church, or that the
Roman Pontiff is the successor of blessed Peter in this primacy: let him be anathema.”

(Schaff, p. 261f.)

The definitive assertions of Vatican I notwithstanding, the historical relationship
between the Apostle Peter and the churches of Rome remains a matter of widespread
speculation and debate.  

The New Testament makes no mention of a visit by Peter to the city of Rome.  Acts
tells us nothing of such a visit and  Paul’s letter to the Roman church gives no hint that
this church has had any connection with Peter.  The chronology of events in the Book
of Acts is difficult to reconcile with the assertion that Peter spent a protracted period
of time in Rome.  Peter’s activities seem to have remained based in Jerusalem and
Palestine until the heightened persecution which followed the martyrdom of James the
brother of John which took place around 44 AD (Acts 12).  Subsequently, Peter appears
in Antioch in Syria (Galatians 2) and may have spent some time among the
congregations of northern Asia Minor (1 Peter 1:1).  By the time of the Jerusalem
Council in 49 AD, Peter is back in Jerusalem again and actively participates in the
discussion of Gentile responsibility to Old Testament ceremonial law.  Paul wrote the
Epistle to the Romans around 58 AD at the end of his third missionary journey.  He was



609

“The Neronian Persecution in Rome”  - 19  Century Bible Engravingth

arrested in Jerusalem shortly thereafter and arrived in Rome as a prisoner in 61 AD.
Acts 28 provides a detailed account of Paul’s arrival in Rome and his imprisonment in
the city.  The absence of any reference or allusion to Peter in Romans or Acts 28
strongly suggest that Peter was not yet in the city at that time. The Neronian persecution
broke out between 64 and 67 AD.  Early church tradition from the Second Century on
strongly indicates that both Peter and Paul died in Rome in the course  of

that persecution.  The remains of an ancient shrine in memory of the martyrdom of
Peter, dating to the middle of the Second Century, were discovered beneath the altar
of St. Peter’s Basilica in the 1940's.  Although the Vatican’s claim that bones
uncovered  nearby are actually those of the Apostle remains shrouded in controversy,
the presence of the shrine itself clearly indicates widespread acceptance of the view
that St. Peter died in Rome by the middle of the Second Century.

These facts would seem to rule out the likelihood that Peter spent a protracted period
of time in Rome or that he played an influential role in the founding or formation of
the church.  The widespread assertion after the Third Century that Peter was the
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founder and first bishop of the Church of Rome had more to do with rivalries and
power struggles among the leading churches of ancient Christendom than with
historical reality.  

The closest we can come to a Biblical connection between the Apostle Peter and the
city of Rome is an cryptic reference at the end of 1 Peter.  Here, at the conclusion of
his first general epistle, the Apostle writes: “She who is in Babylon, chosen together
with you, sends you her greetings, and so does my son, Mark.”  (1 Peter 5:13)  Most
commentators believe that this is a veiled reference to the city of Rome.  Here, as in
the Book of Revelation (cf. Revelation 14:8; 17:5), the fallen and by now desolate
city of Babylon, once the oppressor of God’s people and master of the world, comes
to represent the great wickedness of the pagan world.  Babylon is used as a cryptic
designation for Rome, the current center of worldly power and iniquity.  Lenski
suggests that as these careful words are consistent with the historical situation in
Rome during the mid sixties.  Nero is on the imperial throne and his capricious and
irrational reign is degenerating into violent instability.  If 1 Peter was written in Rome
at this time it was written in the context of imminent persecution.  There would have
been ample reason for caution in identifying Peter’s location.  “This salutation has
the sound of: morituri salutemus!”  (Lenski, p. 232 “Morituri salutemus” is the
traditional greeting of the gladiators before the emperor in the arena - “We, who are
about to die, salute you!”)

 Note also in the 1 Peter 5:13 text the intimate reference to Mark as “my son.”  This
is presumably John Mark, well known from the Acts and the writings of Paul.(cf.
Acts 12:12-13:13; 15:37f;. Colossians 4:10;  Philemon 24; 2 Timothy 4:11).  The
historical evidence from the early church clearly indicates a close relationship
between John Mark and the Apostle Peter.  The fathers refer to Mark as Peter’s
secretary (Papias, 140 AD), and describe the Gospel of Mark as “the memoirs of
Peter.” (Justin Martyr, 106 AD)  This is significant for our purpose because of the
close connection between Mark and the city of Rome.  Those same early church
fathers report that the Gospel was written in Rome, around the time of Peter’s
martyrdom.  The fact that the text of Mark’s Gospel includes more “Latinisms,” that
is terms and phrases based upon the Latin language, which was spoken in Rome, than
any other New Testament book also tends to support this tradition.  Thus 1 Peter
5:13's reference to John Mark as “my son” becomes a significant in the debate over
potential Biblical evidence for the presence of St. Peter in Rome. 
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Contemporary Roman Catholic scholar J. Michael Miller offers the following
objective  assessment of the evidence on the issue of Peter’s relationship with the city
and church of Rome:

“There is no explicit Scriptural evidence that Peter ever went to Rome, nor any for
the route he traveled, the time of his arrival, the length of his stay there, or his role
in the community...Early non-biblical sources, however, provide solid evidence that
Peter passed his closing years in Rome, before his martyrdom which probably
occurred during the Neronian persecution of 64.  It is impossible to affirm with any
certainty how long he spent in Rome.  A third century legend recounts a twenty-five
year stay in the city.  More likely, however, is the opinion that Peter spent no long
period in Rome before 58, when Paul wrote to the Romans.  He may have arrived
only in the sixties, shortly before his martyrdom.  Peter, then, was not the original

missionary who brought Christianity to Rome.”  (Miller, p. 50)

Martin Luther had come to a similar
conclusion nearly five centuries
earlier.  In his personal opinion,
Peter may well have been in Rome,
but certainly not for the extended
stay asserted by the papacy’s
apologists.  Luther also recognized
that his opinion in this matter could
not be proven from the Bible.
Accordingly, the absence of an
explicit Biblical link between Peter
and the city of Rome became an
important component in the
reformer’s rejection of the papacy’s
claim to absolute authority in the
church.   In his characteristically
colorful manner Luther writes:

“Although I maintained that St. Peter was
in Rome, and still do, I would not want to
die for it as an article of faith.  Moreover,
I do not know how it could be either
maintained or proven; indeed, no one, as
far as I know, can prove it.  It is not an
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article of faith, and no one is a heretic if he does not believe St. Peter was in Rome.
On the other hand, it is outrageous to deny it unless it is thoroughly refuted.  The
safest thing is to let it remain uncertain and doubtful.  For we ought to believe only
what God has commanded us to believe in Scripture, and no one should either add
to it or subtract from it...For if it cannot be proven with certainty by Scripture that
St. Peter was in Rome (which is not possible), the papacy already lies in mud and
amounts to nothing.  For just as unnecessary as it is to believe that St. Peter was in
Rome, since Scripture does not say so, so it is equally unnecessary to believe that the
pope is the heir to the see of Peter, and therefore the pope.  Now we see what the
pope is sitting on.  All they do with their propaganda is enable us to find their false
and unworthy foundation even earlier, and so we may see them unhorse themselves
with their wild raging.  That is why I come to the conclusion here that it is
unnecessary to consider the pope either the pope or the heir to St. Peter’s throne
until they verify with Scripture that St. Peter was in Rome.  Hey now, you papists!
Be clever and lively, and look for spear, dagger, and sword to drive away this fog of

Scripture!”  (Luther, 39, p.205)

The identification of Peter as the first in an unbroken succession of Roman bishops
is also fraught with historical difficulties.  While there are abundant indications,
beginning at the end of the First Century, that Peter and Paul were both in Rome and
were martyred there, it is not until the middle of the Third Century that we find an
explicit assertion that Peter was the first bishop of the Church in Rome (St. Cyprian,
252 AD).  This reflects the historical reality that the  “mono-episcopacy,” that is, the
church order in which local churches are governed by a single bishop,  appears to
have evolved gradually over the first 200 years of Christian history.  The existence
of an single ruling bishop cannot be reliably documented in Rome or elsewhere prior
to the middle of the Second Century.  Within the next few decades, however,   Eamon
Duffy, in his recently published “A History of the Popes” describes the earliest years
of the congregation in Rome in this way:

“Christian organization in Rome reflected that of the Jewish community out of which
it had grown.  The Roman synagogues, unlike their counterparts in Antioch, had no
central organization.  Each one conducted its own worship, appointed its own
leaders, and cared for its own members.  In the same way, the ordering of the early
Christian community in Rome seems to have reflected the organization of the
synagogues which had originally sheltered it, and to have consisted of a
constellation of independent churches, meeting the houses of the wealthy members
of the community.  Each of these house churches had its own leaders, the elders or
presbyters...To begin with, indeed, there was no “pope”, no bishop as such, for the
church in Rome was slow to develop the office of chief presbyter or bishop.”

(Duffy, p. 7)
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Father Miller concurs with this assessment and concludes that it is “anachronistic”
to consider Peter the first bishop of Rome:

“In recent years, many scholars have suggested that the original form of pastoral
government in Rome following Peter’s martyrdom was more collegial than
monarchical.  After examining the available documentation, Eno concludes that it
“points us in the direction of assuming that in the first century and into the second,

there was no bishop of Rome, in the usual sense given to that title.”  (Miller, p. 61)

Thus, 1 Clement, an epistle written around 100 AD by one of the leaders of the
Roman Church, indicates that at that point the government of the Church in Rome
consisted of a group of elders and bishops, rather than any one individual.  A
generation later, around 120 AD, “The Shepherd of Hermas” another early letter
originating in Rome, refers collectively to “the elders that preside over the church”
in that city without any mention of a single ruling bishop.  The first historical
evidence of a presiding bishop in Rome comes from a conversation reported by
Polycarp with a man named Anicitus, the bishop of Rome,  on the question of the date
of Easter.  In the official Roman lists of the popes, Anicitus (155-166 AD) is cited as
the eleventh pontiff.  To label the ten individuals who precede Anicitus as bishops of
Rome is a matter of speculation, conjecture, and imagination.

The preeminence of the Roman Church within Christendom, particularly Western
Christendom,  by the Third Century is the result of a combination of historical and
theological factors.  Duffy notes:

 “A general belief in the precedence of Rome emerged in the Christian writings of
the Second Century, and was accepted apparently without challenge.  From its
beginnings, this was rooted in the claim that both Peter and Paul had ended their

lives in martyrdom at Rome under the emperor Nero.”  (Duffy, p. 5)

The ability to claim a dual apostolic pedigree made Rome unique among all the
churches of the West.  Add to this the prestige and power of the city of Rome itself
as the historic capital of the Empire, the traditional seat of supreme governmental
power, and the hub of world commerce, and the unique stature of the Roman Church
can be readily understood.   This preeminence, however, in no way equated to the
supremacy asserted by Vatican I.  Nor was it perceived to be based upon any unique
jurisdiction bestowed upon Peter over the other apostles, or through Peter to his
would-be successors, the bishops of Rome.  At best, the bishop of Rome was
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considered to be the first among equals and his advice or instruction while influential
and respected, was often disregarded by other bishops who considered themselves to
be his peers.  Rivalries and power struggles among the bishops of the empire’s largest
cities continued through the centuries which followed, ultimately narrowing down to
competition between the Pope of Rome and his counterpart in the empire’s second
capital city, the Patriarch of Constantinople.  This rivalry would result in the Great
Schism (1054 AD) and the tragic division of Christendom between Roman
Catholicism in the West and Eastern Orthodoxy in the East.  

+     +     +
“Rather, as it is written:
Those who were not
told...”  -    The section
concludes with a quotation
from Isaiah 52:15 which
foretells the broadcasting
of the Messianic gospel
throughout the world to
those who “were not told”
and “have not heard.”
The inclusion of the
Gentile world in the plan
of salvation is not an
afterthought or a change in
plans.  God intended from
the very beginning to bless
all nations through the
promised Descendant of
Abraham (Genesis 12:3).
Paul clearly perceives his
mission to the Gentiles as
the fulfillment of the
ancient promises of the Old
Testament.



615

“This is why I have often been hindered from coming to you.”  - Once again, as in
the beginning of the letter (Romans 1:11-13) Paul asserts his long-standing desire  to
visit the Roman congregations.  One commentator describes these words as Paul’s
“semi-apology” for not having been to Rome previously (Moo, p. 898).

Verses 23-24
But now that there is no more place for me to work in these regions, and since I
have been longing for many years to see you, , I plan to do so when I go to Spain.
I hope to visit you while passing through and to have you assist me on my journey
there, after I have enjoyed your company for a while.

“But now that there is no more place for me to work...”  - But now conditions have
changed.  A visit to Rome is finally imminent.  Paul’s ministry in the East has
basically been concluded with the exception of some unfinished business in regard
to the special offering for the saints in Jerusalem, to which he will refer shortly.  For
the first time, he is nearly in a position to realize his long-standing desire to visit the
congregation in Rome.  Evidently, Paul hopes to use Rome as his base of support for
the new initiative in the Roman province of Spain on the western borders of the
Empire.  Most scholars agree that Paul realized his dream of a fourth missionary
journey to the western reaches of the Empire after his release from Roman
imprisonment recorded in Acts 28.  The early church historian Eusebius reports that
Paul was released following his appeal to the emperor.  A number of the earliest
writings of the church, including Clement of Rome’s “Epistle to the Corinthians,”
indicate that Paul carried the gospel as far as Spain which was the western boundary
of the then known world.  

Verses 25-29
Now, however, I am on my way to Jerusalem in the service of the saints there.  For
Macedonia and Achaia were pleased to make a contribution for the poor among the
saints in Jerusalem.  They were pleased to do it, and indeed they owe it to them.
For if the Gentiles have shared in the Jews spiritual blessings, they owe it to the
Jews to share with them their material blessings.  So after I have completed this
task and have made sure that they have received this fruit, I will go to Spain and
visit you on the way.  I know that when I come to you, I will come in the full
measure of the blessing of Christ.
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“Now, however, I am on my way to Jerusalem...”  - One task remains unfulfilled
before Paul can proceed to carry out his future plans.  During his third missionary
journey the apostle had promoted a love offering from the Gentile congregations on
behalf of the mother church in Jerusalem (cf. 1 Corinthians 16:1-2; 2 Corinthians 8-
9).   Palestine had been stricken with a famine and the need was urgent.  For Paul, this
collection was more than an exercise in Christian compassion.  It was a golden
opportunity to help ease the tensions between Jews and Gentiles and demonstrate the
unity of the church.  The text
here mentions both of these
themes.   Once Paul’s
responsibilities in regard to the
offering have been completed
he intends to get on with his
mission to Spain.  The Book of
Acts indicates that this proved
to be more complicated than
anticipated.  Paul was arrested
in Jerusalem on a charge of
sedition during a riot in the
temple.  As a Roman citizen, he
exercised his right of appeal to
Caesar.  The concluding
chapters of Acts detail his
journey to the capital city under
Roman guard (Acts 21-28).  At
that time Paul remained in
Rome for two years.

Verses 30-33
I urge you, brothers, by our
Lord Jesus Christ and by our
love of the Spirit, to join me in
my struggle by praying to God
for me.  Pray that I may be
rescued from the unbelievers
in Judea, and that my service in Jerusalem may be acceptable to the saints there,
so that by God’s will I may come to you with joy and together with you be refreshed.
The God of peace be with you all.  Amen.
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“I urge you, brothers, by our Lord Jesus Christ...”  - The concluding sections of St.
Paul’s letter typically include requests for prayer.  For Paul, such prayer was not only
his personal reliance, but a expression of our solidarity in Christ.  By praying for him
and his mission the congregations not only invoked the blessing of God upon his
work, they became participants in that mission.  That sense of solidarity is clear in
these opening words.  “I urge you” is the Greek verb “parakaleo” which designates
an urgent request motivated by love and concern.  The traditional KJV translation of
the term is “beseech” which carries much the same connotation in English.  The
strong verb is immediately followed by the repetition of the fraternal designation
“brothers” which reinforces the emphasis.  The repeated pronoun “our” also stresses
the experience of the “Lord Jesus Christ” and the “love of the Spirit” which Paul
shares with the believers in Rome.  On the basis of all this, the apostle pleads for the
Romans “to join me in my struggle.”  The specific focus of his petitions is twofold.
First of all “that I may be rescued from the unbelievers in Judea.”  Paul labors
under no illusions about the personal risks involved in his return to Jerusalem.  He
is walking into the lions’ den.  To the leaders of Judaism he is an apostate, a traitor
who has betrayed them and gone over to the enemy.  His friends attempted to
dissuade him from this journey without success (cf. Acts 20:13-38).  He is resolved
to carry out this mission at any cost.  Secondly, Paul solicits prayer that the
presentation of the offering may be well received and may serve to ease the tensions
between Jew and Gentile in the church - “that my service to Jerusalem may be
acceptable to the saints there.”  He reiterates his intention to come to Rome as soon
as these tasks have been accomplished - “so that by God’s will I may come to you
with joy and togther with you be refreshed.”  The apostle appears to anticipate his
stay in Rome as an opportunity for mutual encouragement and strengthening in the
faith.  This segment concludes with a brief prayer/blessing which invokes the
presence of “the God of peace” - that is, the God who is the Source and Giver of
peace - upon the Roman church.



618

“The City of Rome” by Hartmann Schedel from the “History of the World,” Nuremberg, 1493

Romans Chapter 16

Introduction
“The last chapter of Romans contains the names of many people in Rome, to whom Paul was
writing, as well as those who were in Corinth with Paul and who joined him in sending greetings -
thirty-three names in all.  Twenty-four of these people were in Rome. Nine were in Corinth.  But
there are also two unnamed women and an unspecified number of unnamed men.  Far from being
an uninteresting listing, this chapter is actually one of the most fascinating in the New Testament.
One fascinating thing about Romans 16 is what it reveals about Paul.  Some have the idea that
people who are interested in ideas - in this case, those who study Christian theology - are not
interested in people.  They are supposed to immerse themselves in books.  They are not “relational,”
as we say.  There are people like this, of course.  But Paul is the refutation of the idea that those who
are interested in doctrine cannot be interested in those for whom the doctrine has been given.  No
one could be more interested in the great truths of God than Paul.  The entire epistle to the Romans
has been an unfolding of them.  But here we see that Paul was also intensely interested in people.
In fact, to judge by this chapter, Paul can be said to show more interest in people than anyone else

in the Bible except Jesus.” (Boice, pp. 1911-1912)
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Verses 1-2
I commend to you our sister Phoebe, a servant of the church in Cenchrea.  I ask you
to receive her in the Lord in a way worthy of the saints and to give her any help she
may need from you, for she has been a great help to many people, including me.

“I commend to you our sister Phoebe...”  - Letters of commendation were common
in the ancient church where itinerant preachers frequently traveled from congregation
to congregation.  Those traveling were often unknown and dependent upon the
hospitality and support of the local church to carry on their ministries.  Letters of
commendation from a recognized authority served as their accreditation.  In keeping
with this custom, the commendation of specific individuals is not unusual at the end
of one of Paul’s letters (cf. 1 Corinthians 16:10-12,15-18; Ephesians 6:21-22;
Colossians 4:7-9; 2 Timothy 4:20).  The list of commendations in Romans is more
extensive than elsewhere and is also unique in that it contains an appeal for individual
assistance from the congregation.   “Phoebe” (Greek - “pure,” “bright,” or
“radiant”) heads this list of commendations.  According to the traditions of the early
church, Phoebe was the emissary who actually delivered this epistle to the
congregations in Rome.  This is the only reference in the Bible to Phoebe, although
the manner of Paul’s description suggests that she was a prominent member of her
home congregation and played an important role in supporting his ministry.  Phoebe
is described as “our sister.”  The use of the first person plural pronoun “our” serves
to identify her both with Paul and the Christians at Rome as a fellow believer and a
dear sister in the faith.  Phoebe is from the city of Cenchreae, the eastern end of the
port of Corinth.  Acts 18:18 reports that Cenchreae was Paul’s point of departure after
his long sojourn in Corinth.

Paul further indicates that Phoebe is “a servant of the church in Cenchreae.”  The
Greek word is “diakonon,” the accusative form of “diakonos.”  George W. Knight
summarizes the meanings of the most significant word as follows:

“The word is the common Greek word for servant (cf. John 2:5,9).  Christ is
designated as a servant by this term (Romans 15:8); the state is called a servant
(Romans 13:4);Christians are called servants of Christ and God (cf. John 12:26).
Because the model for leadership in the church is the servant Jesus, and because
leadership is manifested in service, those leaders are called servants or ministers by
means of this Greek word (cf. Matthew 20:26; Mark 10:43; 1 Corinthians 3:5; 2
Corinthians 3:6; 6:4; Ephesians 3:7; 6:21; Colossians 1:7,23,25; 4:7; 1
Thessalonians 3:2; 1 Timothy 4:6).  Paul speaks of himself and others in these
passages as servants or ministers of Christ, of God, and of the church.  Finally, the
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word is specially and specifically applied to those offices of the church whose task
is primarily, if not exclusively, service - namely, the deacons, who bear this Greek
word in their title, in distinction from the bishops (cf. Philippians 1:1; 1 Timothy

3:1,8,12).” (Knight, p. 38)

The context here in Romans 16
would appear to indicate that
Phoebe held the office of
deaconess in the congregation
at Cenchreae  (cf. 1 Timothy
3:11).  The role of the
deaconess and her function in
the Christian community cannot
be historically documented
until early in the third century.
T h e  “ D i d a s c a l i a
Apostolorum,” a summary of
apostolic doctrine and practice
dating from the beginning of
the third century, describes the
role of the deaconess in some
detail as an assistant to the
elder/bishop with special
reference to the women of the
congregation.  The need for such an individual in a culture which strongly
emphasized the compartmentalization of the sexes is evident.  Deaconesses would
perform the baptisms of adult women, typically carried out by immersion in the nude,
and the preparation of the bodies of dead women for burial.  They instructed women,
especially new converts.  They cared for sick women at home, visited the poor, and
generally served as the elder/bishop’s liaison with the women of the community.

“I ask you to receive her in the Lord in a way worthy of the saints and to give her
any help...”  - Paul heartily endorses Phoebe and accredits her to the Roman
congregation.  He urges the congregation to afford her a Christian welcome which no
doubt including assistance in finding lodging, food, and the like.  The apostle
explains his commendation in terms of the assistance which Phoebe has provided for
his own ministry in the past - “for she has been a great help to many people,
including me.”   The Greek noun “protasis” which occurs in this phrase has elicited
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a great deal of discussion.  The word is a hapaxlegomenon, that is to say, this is its
only occurrence in the New Testament.  The word means to care for or to give aid to.
In reference to an individual it means a patron or benefactor.  Evidently, Phoebe was
a wealthy woman who was distinguished for acts of charity and financial
contribution.  Paul’s language suggests that she may have played an important role
in supporting his personal ministry.    
   

Verses 3-4
Greet Priscilla and Aquila, my fellow workers in Christ Jesus.  They risked their
lives for me.  Not only I but all the churches of the Gentiles are grateful to them.
Greet also the church that meets in their house.

“Greet Priscilla and Aquila, my fellow workers in Christ Jesus...”  - An extended
series of 26 individual commendations and greetings now follows.  This is the first
of 16 sentences in the Greek text, each of which begin with the same second person
imperative verb “Greet.”  At the head of the list are the husband and wife missionary
team Priscilla and Aquila.  Paul first met this couple in Corinth on his second
missionary journey.  He stayed in their home and worked in their shared trade as tent
makers.  Luke reports that the pair were, Jews from Pontus who had come to Corinth
from Italy after Claudius had ordered the expulsion of all the Jews in Rome in 49
A.D. (Acts 18:1-4).  They traveled with Paul after his departure from Corinth as far
as Ephesus and served as tutors for Apollos, “a learned man with a thorough
knowledge of Scripture.” (Acts 18:18-26).  The New Testament refers to the couple
a total of six times.  Evidently, by the time Paul writes this epistle, they had returned
to their home in Rome after the imperial decree of banishment lapsed with the death
of Claudius in 54 A.D.  Paul hails them as “my fellow workers in Christ Jesus”
(Greek - “synergoi”).  He acknowledges that they risked their own lives to save his.
There is no specific Biblical reference to this event, although it may have occurred
during the violent riots which accompanied Paul’s ministry in Ephesus (cf. Acts
19:23-41).

The reference to “the church that meets in their house” is reflective of the common
practice in the early church during the decades when Christianity lacked official
sanction and was regularly subjected to persecution.  Groups of Christians would
gather, sometimes secretly, in the homes of members of the congregation.  The fact
that Pricilla and Aquilla were able to host such a gathering suggests that they were
a fairly wealthy couple who could provide an adequate meeting room within their
home.
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Verses 5-15
 Greet my dear friend Epenetus, who was the first convert to Christ in the province
of Asia.  Greet Mary who worked very hard for you.  Greet Andronicus and Junius,
my relatives who have been in prison with me.  They are outstanding among the
apostles and they were in Christ before I was.  Greet Ampliatus whom I love in the
Lord.  Greet Urbanus, our fellow worker in Christ, and my dear friend Stachys.
Greet Appelles, tested and approved in Christ.  Greet those who belong to the
household of Aristobulus.  Greet Herodian, my relative.  Greet those in the
household of Narcissus who are in the Lord.  Greet Tryphena and Tryphosa, those
women who work hard in the Lord.  Greet my dear friend Persis, another woman
who has worked very hard in the Lord.  Greet Rufus, chosen in the Lord, and his
mother, who has been a mother to me too.  Greet Asyncritus, Phlegon, Hermes,
Patrobas, Hermas, and the brothers with them.  Greet Philogus, Julia, Nereus, and
his sister, and Olympas and all the saints with them.
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“Greet my dear friend Epenetus....”  - The extended list of greetings which now
follows includes 24 more individuals, two families, and three more house churches.
The majority of the names are Gentile which is an important indication of the makeup
of the churches in Rome.  Paul refers to six of the individuals as “relatives.”   The
term is almost certainly being used in a more general sense to refer to fellow Jews as
kinsmen.  It is most unlikely that six members of Paul’s literal family would be
present in Rome.  Most of the names are typical of slaves or freedmen which
reinforces the view that Christianity spread most rapidly among the lower economic
classes.  Nine of the twenty-four names are women, commended for their work in and
support of the church.  This points to an unprecedented level of female involvement
and participation in the church affairs.  In every instance, all we know for certain of
these individuals are the tantalizing fragments of information provided in Paul’s
closing remarks.  Donald Barnhouse picturesquely describes them as “these shadowy
figures who walk against the grey stones of ancient Rome.”  (Boice, p. 1917)  These
fragments alone are sufficient to provide an intriguing glimpse into the life of the
early church.

The reference to “Andronicus and Junius”  as “outstanding among the apostles”
deserves further comment.  In Greek, the latter name in “Jounian” which could be
either a masculine or feminine accusative noun depending on the accent mark that is
used.  The NIV opts for the masculine and translates the term  “Jounian” as a man’s
name, “Junius.”  This is a contracted form of the male name “Junianus.” Many
commentators believe the noun is feminine, the accusative form of the woman’s name
“Junia,” suggesting that Andronicus and Junia are another husband and wife team.
Both alternatives are linguistically viable.  The significance of the issue intensifies
because Paul describes them as “outstanding among the apostles.”  The possibility
of a female apostle has proven to be positively enthralling for modern feminists.  In
any case, whether Junius or Junia, the problem of the relationship of these two
individuals to the apostles remains.   John Murray, along with other more
conservative scholars, argues that the phrase should be translated as “outstanding in
the eyes of the apostles.”  This rendering resolves the problem and is linguistically
possible, but requires a somewhat unusual translation of the Greek preposition.
Others suggest a broader understanding of the term apostle in this context.  In the
technical sense, an “apostolos” is one of the select group of 14 men directly chosen
by Christ to be His authoritative representatives and teachers in the early church.
However, the Bible does use the term in a more general way to refer to a messenger
or an emissary, at times to traveling missionaries or evangelists (cf. 2 Corinthians
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8:23; Philippians 2:25; Acts 14:1-4,14; Galatians 1:19).  It is clear that no matter
which alternative one prefers, Paul is not suggesting an augmentation of the 14
authoritative apostles chosen by our Lord in this phrase.

A pair of names on the list may be recognizable from extra-Biblical history.  “The
household of Aristobulus” is mentioned in verse 10.  The wording indicates that Paul
is not greeting Aristobulus himself but members of his extended household.  This

suggests that he himself was
not a Christian.  Secular
history tells us that a
grandson of Herod the Great
named Aristobulus was
living in Rome at this time.
The identification of the
Aristobulus on the list with
Herod’s grandson is
strengthened by the greeting
of “Herodian, my relative”
which follows in Verse 11.
Herodian would be a natural
and expected name for a
Jewish slave in the
household of Herod the
Great’s grandson.  The
second possible historical
identification is “Nereus”
in Verse 15.  In A.D. 95 two
members of the imperial
household, aristocrats from
a m o n g  t h e  m o s t
distinguished people in
Rome, were condemned for
being Christians.  They were

husband and wife - Flavius Clemens and Domatilla.  The earliest Christian cemetery
in Rome is named after the woman.  Flavius was executed.  Domatilla was banished
to island of Pontia because she was of royal blood, the grand-daughter of the former
emperor Vespasian and the niece of Domitian who was the current emperor.  The
record indicates that the name of this couple’s chamberlain was Nereus.  Given the
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historical setting of the Epistle to the Romans it is possible that the Nereus on this list
was in fact the steward of these famous Christian martyrs.          

Verse 16
Greet one another with a holy kiss.  All the churches of Christ send greetings.

“Greet one another with a holy kiss...”  - At the conclusion of his long list of
individual commendations and greetings Paul adds a general salutation from the
churches to all of the Christians in Rome.  These words are common in the epistles
of the New Testament (cf. 1 Corinthians 16:20; 2 Corinthians13:12; 1 Thessalonians
5:26; 1 Peter 5:14).   The Kiss of Peace is derived from the custom and social practice
of Judaism.  As a sign of respect, friendship, or reconciliation, the Kiss of Peace  was
a time honored practice among the Jews (i.e. Isaac’s blessing of Jacob  - Genesis
27:26-29; and Jacob’s reconciliation with his brother Esau - Genesis 33:4).  By New
Testament times the kiss was a courteous preliminary to any formal meal and its
omission was cause for comment and offense (cf. Luke 7:45).  In this context, our
Lord’s reproach of Judas in the Garden of Gethsemane, “Judas, are you betraying
the Son of Man with a kiss?” (Luke 22:48) takes on added poignancy.    The “kiss
of peace,” or the “peace” as it more simply came to be known in later years, became
a standard part of the liturgy of Holy Communion.   The “First Apology of Justin
Martyr,” written in the middle of the Second Century, describes the service of the
sacrament in this way:

“Having ended the prayers, we salute one another with a kiss.  There is then brought
to the presiding brother bread and a cup of wine mixed with water; and he, taking
them, give praise and glory to the Father of the universe, through the name of the
Son and of the Holy Ghost, and offers thanks at considerable length for our being
counted worthy to receive these things at his hands.  And when he has concluded the
prayers and thanksgivings, all the people present express their assent by saying
Amen...And when the president has given thanks and all the people have given their
assent, those who are called by us deacons give to each of those present to partake
of the bread and wine mixed with water over which the thanksgiving was
pronounced...And this food is called among us the Eucharist of which no one is
allowed to partake but the man who believes that the things which we teach are true,
and who has been washed with the washing that is for the remission of sins, and unto

regeneration, and who is so living as Christ has enjoined.”  (ANF, I, p. 185)

In the centuries that followed, while the precise position of the Kiss of Peace varied
somewhat - always at some point early in the communion liturgy from before the
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Offertory (as noted by Justin Martyr above) to immediately prior to the distribution -
it remained a very important part of the service of the sacrament.  The early church
went to great lengths to insure that Christians understood the sacrament as a
celebration of their unity in Christ and that disputes and disagreements among them
were resolved prior to their approach to the altar.  The early church father Pelagius
explains: “For in the church the peace is proclaimed first, so that we may show that
we are at peace with all who are about to partake of the body of Christ.”  (Bray, p.
375)  Dom Gregory Dix, a widely recognized authority on the history of the church’s
liturgy writes:

“The unity of the church as the Body of Christ, which ever since St. Paul’s day had
been understood to be of the essence of the sacrament, can be violated by personal
disputes among its members, as well as by a formal ecclesiastical schism, whose
token as well as reality lies in the holding of a separate Eucharist apart from the
catholic communion... It is a striking instance - one among many - of the way in
which the liturgy was regarded as the solemn putting into act before God of the
whole Christian living of the church’s members, that all this care for the interior
charity and good living of those members found its expression and test week by week
in the giving of the liturgical kiss of peace among the faithful before the Eucharist.
In the East, from the third century, the deacon from beside the bishop’s throne cried
aloud, while the kiss was actually being exchanged”Is there any man who keepeth
aught against his fellow?” - as a final precaution so that even at the last moment the
bishop might make peace between them.  By the fourth century, this question had
become stereotyped into the warning by the deacon, “Let none keep rancour against
any!  Let none give the kiss in hypocrisy!” which survived in some Eastern rites for

centuries, even after the actual giving of the kiss had been abandoned.”  (Dix, The
Shape of the Liturgy, p. 106ff.)

In the modern church, only vestiges of this ancient practice, most often shorn of their
original power and significance, remain.  Only the Coptic Churches of Egypt and
Ethiopia fully maintain the practice of apostolic Christendom in this regard.

The occurrence of the phrase here hints at the usage of apostolic epistles in the life
of the early Christian congregations.  The church had assembled for worship and
prayer. St. Paul’s letter was presented and read to the congregation.  At the
conclusion of its reading, the exchange of the Kiss Of Peace would signal the
beginning of the service of the Sacrament.  Paul anticipates that arrangement and
broadens its powerful significance by incorporating it into the conclusion of his letter
and reaching out beyond the church in Rome to include “all the churches of Christ.”
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Verses 17-19
I urge you, brothers, to watch out for those who cause divisions and put obstacles
in your way that are contrary to the teaching you have learned.  Keep away from
them.  For such people are not serving our Lord Christ, but their own appetites.
By smooth talk and flattery they deceive the minds of naive people.  Everyone has
heard about your obedience, so I am full of joy over you; but I want you to be wise
about what is good, and innocent about what is evil.

“I urge you, brothers, to watch out for....”  - In the context of that most compelling
demonstration of Christian unity, the apostle issues a stern warning against the danger
of false doctrine and false teachers.  The opening phrase, “I urge you, brothers,”
stresses both the urgency of the issue and the loving concern from which it springs.
“I urge you” is the Greek verb “parakaleo.”  It has occurred frequently in Romans
as Paul’s preferred term for apostolic admonition.  It suggests counsel motivated by
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love and concern motivated by a desire for the safety and well-being of the individual
addressed. The sense of the verb is reinforced by the repetition of the fraternal
address “brothers” which follows.  “To watch out for” (Greek - “skopeo” from
which the English “scope” as in telescope and microscope is derived) means to
observe closely, pay attention to, or be on guard against.  In this context the negative
thrust of warning is well expressed in the English translation “to watch out for.”  The
objects of this watchful scrutiny are “those who cause divisions and put obstacles
in your way contrary to the teaching you have learned.”  The description is
deliberately general.  It is properly applied to all those who divide the church by
teaching or adhering to false doctrine.  It is unlikely that Paul has a specific faction
or teacher in mind.  The language of the text is powerful, signifying the importance
of the warning.  Paul is unequivocal in identifying those who are responsible for the
division of the church (Greek - “dichostisias”).  It is not those who stand steadfastly
and uncompromisingly in defense of the doctrines of Holy Scripture.  It is instead
those who deny and contradict”the teaching that you have learned.”  The language
is comprehensive.  It does not point to a particular doctrine or type of doctrine.  On
the contrary, it includes anything and everything that is clearly taught by the
prophetic and apostolic Word of God.  St. John Chrysostom observes:

“Division is the subversion of the church.  Turning things upside down like this is the
devil’s weapon.  As long as the body is united, he has no way of getting in, but harm
comes from division.  And where does division come from?  From doctrines which

are contrary to the teaching of the apostles.”  (Bray, p. 376)

Those who cause division by deviating from the doctrine “put obstacles in your
way.”  The word for “obstacles” is “skandala,” the trigger that trips the death trap.
False doctrine is not benign.  It is always malignant.  Every false doctrine bears
within itself the potential of damnation.  This is a most serious matter indeed.  The
commanded response is forthright and direct - “Keep away from them.”  The contrast
between the intimate fellowship of the kiss of peace and the celebration of the
sacrament on the one hand, and the stark command to turn away from false teachers
on the other, could not be greater.  In fact, it is concern for that precious unity which
necessitates the stern demand of separation.
  
“For such people are not serving our Lord Christ...”  - Verse 18 adds a word of
explanation, introduced by the Greek conjunction “gar.”  Two reasons are offered.
The first is one of motive.  Those who deviate from the doctrine are idolaters.  They
do not serve Christ but the false god of self.  That is, of course, not to say that this is
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deliberate or intentional.  False teachers generally believe that their falsehood is the
truth.  They are wrongly convinced that they are serving Christ but instead it is “their
own appetites” (literally “their own belly” cf. Philippians 3:19) which are actually
in control.  The second reason such people are to be avoided is their method - “By
smooth talk and flattery they deceive the minds of naive people.”  The phrase
contrasts innocence with guile, and warns that those who are not wary will be taken
in by the eloquent speech and devious methods of false teachers.  Cyril of Jerusalem,
one of the fathers of the early church explains: “The heretics do this by coating over
their poison pills of godless doctrines with the honey of the name of Christ.”  (Bray,
p. 377)

R.C.H. Lenski summarizes the crucial significance of these verses with these well
chosen words:

“These verses reveal the true nature of all false teaching.  They deserve more
attention than they often receive.  Verse 17 is one of the “sedes” against unionism,
fraternization with errorists.  The entire paragraph should be used.  The efforts to
make Paul’s words apply only to the most fundamental errors, like the denial of
Christ’s deity, atonement, incarnation, resurrection, leaves the door open to a host
of other errors as though these are not to be stamped out.  Paul’s “para” in Verse
14 covers all errors.  Paul says that the seamless garment of the divine “didache”
is not even to be frayed or snagged by some errorist who acts as Satan’s finger.”

(Lenski, p. 923)

“Everyone has heard about your obedience...”  - The apostle’s words recall the
admonition of our Lord - “Therefore be a shrewd as snakes and as innocent as
doves.” (Matthew 10:16).  Paul commends the Roman congregations for the
“obedience” for which they are renown.  That obedience is the source of great joy
and satisfaction for him.  Yet, at the same time he warns the Romans to practice
careful discernment.  Do not be so simple minded as to be taken in by those who wish
to substitute their own errors for the truth of God (cf. Matthew 7:15-20).

Verse 20
The God of peace will soon crush Satan under your feet.  The grace of our Lord
Jesus be with you.

“The God of peace will soon crush Satan...”  - Having issued a stern warning against
the dire threat of false doctrine and the devious cleverness of false teachers, Paul adds
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a promise of deliverance and a word of assurance.  The language of the promise
alludes to the “proto-evangelium,” the first gospel promise of Genesis 3:15.  Satan
and his minions will not prevail.  The truth of God will remain and ultimately
overcome despite all of their efforts to the contrary.  This is the victory, the great
salvation which God, “the God of peace,” has achieved for His people in the blood
of our Lord Jesus Christ.  All of Paul’s letters conclude with a benediction of some
sort (cf. 1 Corinthians 16:23; 2 Corinthians 13:14; Galatians 6:18; Ephesians 6:24;
Philippians 4:23; Colossians 4:18; 1 Thessalonians 5:28; 2 Thessalonians 3:18; 1
Timothy 6:21; 2 Timothy 4:22; Titus 3:15; Philemon 25).  Romans is no exception
to that rule.  This is, in fact, the third benediction in the closing segment of Romans
(cf. Romans 15:13,33).  The simple words of this brief blessing express the heart of
the Christian gospel as they commend the believers in Rome to the undeserved love
of God which comes to us in the life, death, and resurrection of Jesus Christ.

Verses 21-23
Timothy, my fellow worker, sends his greetings to you, as do Lucius, Jason, and
Sosipater, my relatives.  I, Tertius, who wrote down this letter greet you in the Lord.
Gaius, whose hospitality, I and the whole church here enjoy, sends you his
greetings.  Erastus, who is the city’s director of public works, and our brother
Quartus send you their greetings.

“Timothy, my fellow worker, sends his greetings to you...”  - The inclusion of
greetings from Paul’s fellow workers is, again, characteristic of his New Testament
letters.  Foremost on the list is Timothy, considered by many to be Paul’s closest
associate in ministry.  Timothy was a native of Lystra in south Galatia.  He began his
work with the apostle at the beginning of the second missionary journey (Acts 16:2-
3).  He continued to labor at Paul’s side intermittently for the remainder of Paul’s
ministry (cf. Acts 17:14-15; 18:5; 20:3-4; 1 & 2 Timothy).  Timothy is mentioned in
the salutations of six of St. Paul’s New Testament letters (2 Corinthians, 1 &2
Thessalonians, Philippians, Colossians, and Philemon).

“Lucius” has been identified by some as Luke the Evangelist and by others as Lucius
of Cyrene who was a prophet in the congregation at Antioch in Syria (Acts 13:1).
The text here in Romans does not provide the basis for a definite identification.
“Jason” may be the individual who provided Paul with hospitality during his short
visit to Thessalonica (Acts 17:5-9).  “Sosipater” is probably the same man mentioned
in Acts 20:4 who met Paul in Berea and traveled with him from there.  Paul identifies
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this trio as “my relatives,” namely, fellow Jews.  The scribe “Tertius,” who identifies
himself as Paul’s “amanuensis” for the letter to the Romans, is not mentioned
elsewhere in Scripture.  This pattern of dictation was common in the ancient world.
“Gaius” was a very common name at this time.  At least three are mentioned in the
New Testament (Acts 20:4; 1 Corinthians 1:14; 3 John 1).  It is most likely that this
Gaius is the church
leader from Corinth
since that’s where Paul
writes the letter to the
Romans.  The existence
of “Erastus, who is the
cities director of public
works” is confirmed by
the  archeological
d i scov er y  o f  an
inscription in Corinth
that bears his name.
There is no reference to
“our brother Quartus”
elsewhere in Scripture.

Verses 25-27
Now to Him who is
able to establish you by
my gospel and the
proclamation of Jesus
Christ, according to the revelation of the mystery hidden for long ages past, but
now revealed and made known through the prophetic writings by the command of
the eternal God, so that all nations might believe and obey Him - to the only wise
God be glory forever through Jesus Christ!  Amen.

“Now to Him who is able to establish you...”  - The Epistle to the Romans is unique
among the letters of the New Testament in that it concludes with a doxology rather
than a benediction.  This most magnificent song of praise is a fitting culmination to
the grandest of all the New Testament’s epistles.  It summarizes the great themes of
the letter in a beautiful harmony.  In  response to the incredible theology of Romans
Paul bursts forth into joyful song.  The apostle hails God as”Him who is able to
establish you by my gospel.”  The Greek text literally reads - “to the One who is able
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to strengthen you according to my gospel.”  The verb is “to de dynameno.”   The
strengthening in question is the ability to stand steadfast in the faith and to firmly
resist the temptations and snares of the enemy which seek to draw us away from that
faith.  The means of strengthening is “my gospel” defined by the epexegetical
conjunction “kai” which ought to be translated “that is” thus indicating it
explanatory function in the Greek.  Paul’s gospel is the proclamation of Jesus Christ
as the world’s only Savior and Lord.  As Paul has previously explained in Romans,
this plan of salvation predates the creation of time and space reality, a “mystery”
which God has graciously chosen to reveal through the Word of His prophets and
apostles.  That which was concealed (“hidden for long ages past”) has now been
fully and decisively revealed in the person of Jesus Christ.  That which the prophets
and apostles proclaim is in fact the Word of God Himself, written “by the command
of the eternal God.”   This precious gospel is for every human being - “so that all the
nations might believe and obey Him.”  The”One who is able” from the opening
phrase of the doxology is now clearly identified as “the only wise God” whom we
worship and adore throughout time and eternity “through Jesus Christ.”  

The letter to the Romans concludes in the only appropriate manner - with one final,
triumphant affirmation, a thundering - “Amen!”      
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