DON’T DIESPISE AND JUDGE THE WEAKER BROTHER
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.
5 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. 6  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. 7 For none of us lives for himself alone, and none of us dies to himself alone. 8 If we live, we live for the Lord; and if we die, we die for the Lord. So, whether we live or die, we belong to the Lord. 9 For this very reason, Christ died and returned to life so that he might be the Lord of both the dead and the living.
10 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. 11 It is written:
“‘As surely as I live,’ says the Lord,
‘every knee will bow before me;
    every tongue will confess to God.’” 

12 So then, each of us will give an account of himself to God.
13 Therefore let us stop passing judgment on one another
                                                                                                                                     Romans 14:4-13a
While differences might have arisen between Christians in Rome over different issues, the core issue seems to have been observance of the Jewish law. The weak were mainly Jewish believers who could not bring themselves to abandon the requirements of the law they had observed all their lives. They could not, as Christians, simply ignore the food laws and Sabbath observance. The strong, in contrast, felt no need to observe these laws. Most of them were almost certainly Gentile Christians, although their ranks included some Jewish Christians too. The weak condemned the strong for dismissing God’s laws, while the strong condemned the weak for holding on to old ways. Paul sides with the strong on the basic issues but his overriding concern is to get each group to stop criticising the other and to accept each other in a spirit of love and unity.

Paul has begun the chapter with a strong command: ‘Accept the one whose faith is weak, without passing judgement on disputable matters’ (14:1). ‘Disputable matters’ are matters of belief not essential for salvation. In those truths necessary to be believed to be ‘saved’ our faith is primary. Love must never become an excuse for denying them. But in areas not fundamental to salvation, love is primary. We must never find ourselves appealing to our zeal for our faith as an excuse for failing to show real love. It’s true that faith gives liberty but it’s equally true that love limits its exercise. 

Paul’s first argument in 14:2,3 was that the weak in faith were to be welcomed because God accepted them (‘for God has accepted them’ [14:3]). His second argument in 14:4-9 was that the weak in faith were to be welcomed because Christ died and rose to be Lord of all.
Paul begins this next section with an illustration. ‘Who are you to judge someone else’s servant? ’ (14:4). In the culture of their day, it would be unthinkable to correct another man’s servant. But by judging one another, the Christians in Rome were usurping Christ’s position. He is the master of all Christians and we are all His servants. ‘To his own master, he stands or falls’ (14:4). Another Christian is not responsible to us nor are we to him. ‘And he will stand, for the Lord is able to make him stand’ (14:4). In condemning another Christian, we are effectively claiming to be that Christian’s master and he can only have one ultimate master, Christ Himself.
Paul now cites a second ‘disputable matter’ that has been creating tension between the two main groups within the church – judging certain days to be more sacred than others. These were probably the Jewish holy days, including the festivals and the Sabbath. ‘One man considers one day more sacred than another (the weak); another man considers every day alike’ (the strong [14:5]). 

Paul’s first concern for them is that: ‘Each one should be fully convinced in his own mind’ (14:6). Assuming that each, the weak and the strong, has reflected on the issue and reached a firm decision, Paul expects the outcome to become part of that person’s Christian discipleship. ‘He who regards one day as special does so to the Lord’ (14:6). His motive in doing what he does is to honour Christ. The same is true of those who treat every day alike. The subject then turns from the calendar to the culinary. ‘He who eats meat, eats to the Lord, for he give thanks to God; and he who abstains, does so to the Lord and gives thanks to God ’ (14:6). If we are able to receive something from God, with thanksgiving, as His gift to us, then we can embrace it as part of our service to Him. The two movements, from Him to us and from us back to Him belong together. Can I thank God for this? Can I do this as unto the Lord?

Seeing Christ as central in my beliefs and their outworking applies to every situation. ‘For none of us lives for himself alone, and none of us dies to himself alone. 8 If (while) we live, we live for the Lord; and if (when) we die, we die for the Lord. So, whether we live or die, we belong to the Lord’ (14:7,8). While we continue to live on earth and when, through death, we begin the life of heaven, everything we have and are belongs to the Lord Jesus and so must be lived for His honour and glory. Why? ‘For this very reason, Christ died and returned to life so that he might be the Lord of both the dead and the living’ (14:9). Because Jesus is our Lord, we must live for Him. Because Jesus is Lord of every other Christian, we must respect that relationship.
So coming back to the big picture, Paul says we must accept the weaker Christian, firstly, because God accepts him (14:2,3) and secondly, because Christ died and rose again to be his Lord (14:7-9). Paul now includes a third reason: accept him because he is your brother. ‘You, then, why do you judge your brother? Or why do you look down on your brother?’ (14:10). Despising and judging fellow Christians is wrong because we are part of the same family. Whether we’re thinking of the weak or the strong, they are our brothers and sisters.

We come now to the fourth and last reason Paul gives in this section for accepting the weaker brother: welcome him because we will all stand before God’s judgement seat. There is an obvious link between not judging our brother and our having to ‘stand before God’s judgment seat’ (14:10). We shouldn’t judge because we will ourselves be judged (Matthew 7:1). We have no warrant to climb the stairs to the bench, place our fellow Christians in the dock, and start pronouncing judgement and sentence, because God alone is Judge and we are not, as we will be forcibly reminded when the roles are reversed.
To confirm this Paul quotes Isaiah 45:23: “‘As surely as I live,’ says the Lord, ‘every knee will bow before me; every tongue will confess to God.’” (14:11). God has universal jurisdiction (‘every knee will bow before me; every tongue will confess to God’). ‘So then, each of us (individually, not in mass) will give an account of himself to God’ (14:12). Because God is the Judge and we are those who will be judged, ‘Therefore let us stop passing judgment on one another’ (14:13). This avoids the stupidity of taking God’s position as ultimate Judge and reminds us that on Judgement Day we are the ones who will face His judgement.
Four truths so far have undergirded Paul’s admonition to receive the weak:

1. God has accepted them (14:3)

2. Christ died and rose to be Lord, their Lord and our Lord (14:9)
3. we are members of the same family; they are our sisters and brothers (14:10)

4. we will all stand before God’s judgement seat (14:10)

As powerful and persuasive as these are, in the next passage Paul will add two more.
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