DON’T DISTRESS AND DAMAGE THE WEAKER BROTHER
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. 14 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. 15 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. 16 Do not allow what you consider good to be spoken of as evil. 17 For the kingdom of God is not a matter of eating and drinking, but of righteousness, peace and joy in the Holy Spirit, 18 because anyone who serves Christ in this way is pleasing to God and approved by men.
19 Let us therefore make every effort to do what leads to peace and to mutual edification. 20 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. 21 It is better not to eat meat or drink wine or to do anything else that will cause your brother to fall.
22 So whatever you believe about these things keep between yourself and God. Blessed is the one who does not condemn himself by what he approves. 23 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
                                                                                                                                            Romans 14:13b-23
While Paul in 14:1-12 addresses both parties in the dispute in the church in Rome, his main criticism is directed at the weak who stand in judgement over the strong. In 14:13-23 he redresses that imbalance by focusing on the strong. Negatively, Paul warns these believers not to use their liberty in a way that brings spiritual harm to their weaker brothers and sisters. Positively, he wants them to use their freedom on these matters in accordance with love in order to edify the body. The argument moves on from how the strong should regard the weak to how they should treat them, from attitudes (not despising or condemning them) to actions (not causing them to stumble or destroying them).
Instead of ‘passing judgment on one another … make up your mind not to put any stumbling block or obstacle in your brother’s way’ (14:13). There is a play on words in Paul’s sentence based on the double use of the verb ‘to judge.’ ‘Let us therefore cease judging one another, but rather make this simple judgement’ (NEB). The judgement or decision we are to make is not to put a hindrance or snare in our brother’s path, causing him to trip and fall. The imagery of the ‘stumbling block’ comes from the Old Testament (Isaiah 8:14 quoted in Romans 9:22) as does the ‘obstacle.’ This second word (skandalon) refers to a trap but was widely used in the LXX to refer to the cause of one’s spiritual downfall (Leviticus 19:14). It has the same meaning throughout the New Testament (Matthew 13:41; 18:17; Romans 9:33, 11:9; 16:7). Paul’s point is clear: those who pride themselves on being strong should display their spiritual maturity by doing everything they can to avoid bringing spiritual downfall to a brother or sister.
Paul has previously given four reasons why the weaker brother should be accepted:

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)

He will now add two more.
The fifth reason is: welcome him because he is your brother for whom Christ died (14:14-16)

Paul begins by explaining the dilemma which faces the strong. It is created by two truths that are in conflict with each other. First, ‘As one who is in the Lord Jesus, I am fully convinced that no food is unclean in itself’ (14:14). ‘Unclean’ translates a word which Jews used to describe things that, through their contact with the ordinary secular world, were considered to be defiled (Mark 7:2,5; Acts 10:14). So Paul is saying that all food is kosher. He is following Jesus’ lead when He taught in Mark 7:19 that no food ultimately defiles us. ‘But,’ and this is the second part of the dilemma, ‘if anyone regards something as unclean, then for him it is unclean’ (14:14) and so he shouldn’t eat it. Although God has pronounced all foods clean, people who have always believed that avoiding eating certain foods is necessary to maintain their holiness are probably unable to immediately internalise this new perspective. They may not be convinced they can eat anything. For them, certain foods remain “unclean.”
Although the strong are correct, and Paul shares their conviction because the Lord Jesus endorsed it, they must not ride roughshod over the thinking of the weak by imposing their beliefs on them. In fact they must defer to the weaker brother’s conscience even though it is mistaken, and not violate it or cause him to violate it. Here’s why. ‘If your brother is distressed’ (feels grief and even pain) because of what you eat’ (not only because he sees you doing something that he thinks is wrong, but because he is tempted to follow you against his own conscience),’ you are no longer acting in love’ (14:15). Love doesn’t disregard weak consciences and will limit its own liberty out of respect. 
Wounding a weaker brother’s conscience is tantamount to destroying him. ‘Do not by your eating destroy your brother for whom Christ died’ (14:15). Christ loved him enough to die for him. Can we love him enough to pull back from wounding his conscience? Christ died to save him. Do we care enough to make sure our behaviour doesn’t destroy him? The word translated ‘destroy’ can have a wide variety of meanings but Paul seems to have had in mind some kind of spiritual ruin and quite possibly, ultimate spiritual ruin. This could take the form of:

 (1) the peer pressure brought by the example of the strong may lead the weak believer to eat what he or she is still convinced is unclean, and so violate his or her conscience. Paul states in 14:23 that a believer is ‘condemned’ when they eat while holding doubts whether it is right to do so

 (2) the strong believers’ flaunting of their freedom to eat all food may so offend conservative Jewish Christians that they are driven away from the faith. ‘Do not allow what you consider good to be spoken of as evil’ (14:16). The ‘good’ likely refers to the freedom believers enjoy. But this freedom can be considered an evil if it is ‘spoken of as evil’’ (literally: blasphemed).
This brings us to Paul’s final reason why the weaker brother should be accepted: welcome him because the kingdom of God is more than food (14:17-21)

The kingdom of God is the gracious rule of God through Christ and by the Spirit, bringing a free salvation and demanding a radical obedience. Whenever the strong insist on using their liberty to eat whatever they like, even at the expense of the welfare of the weak, they are over estimating the importance of food but under-estimating the importance of the kingdom. ‘For the kingdom of God is not a matter of eating and drinking, but of righteousness, peace and joy in the Holy Spirit’ (14:17). In the wider context of Romans, Paul probably has in mind justification through Christ, peace with God and rejoicing in hope of God’s glory, of which the Spirit is both the pledge and foretaste. The reason for the greater significance of the kingdom over food is ‘because anyone who serves Christ in this way is pleasing to God and approved by men’ (14:18). Those who seek first Christ’s kingdom and see food and drink as secondary matters have the favour of God and godly people.
14:19-21 repeat, enforce and apply the same teaching about proportion and balance. There are three exhortations. First, ‘Let us therefore make every effort to do what leads to peace and to mutual edification’ (14:19). ‘Peace’ in context here is peace within the Christian community. ‘Mutual edification’ is building one another up in Christ.

Secondly, ‘Do not destroy the work of God for the sake of food’ (14:20). The ‘work of God’ is most likely the Christian community. The word for ‘destroy’ is different to the word in 14:15 and means to tear down or throw down. Our responsibility is to build up the fellowship and not tear it down, particularly because of food. Already in these few verses Paul has challenged the strong: are you really prepared to distress a brother ‘because of what you eat’ (14:15), to damage him spiritually ‘by your eating’ (14:15), to prize your ‘eating and drinking’ above God’s kingdom (14:17) and now to demolish God’s work ‘for the sake of food’ (14:20)? Paul wants them to re-evaluate their values, give up insisting on their liberties at the expense of others and put the cross and kingdom first.
Paul’s third exhortation brings a contrast between two kinds of behaviour. ‘All food is clean, but it is wrong for a man to eat anything that causes someone else to stumble’ (14:21). This being so, ‘It is better not to eat meat or drink wine or to do anything else that will cause your brother to fall’ (14:21). Believers should avoid doing anything that brings spiritual harm to another believer. Drinking wine is most likely added here because along with eating meat and observing holy days, drinking wine was also an issue for the Roman church. Many Jews abstained from drinking wine because they feared it might have been tainted by idolatry through pagan practices and this would flow through to the weaker in faith Christians.
In 14:22, 23 Paul draws conclusions from his teaching for both the strong (14:22) and the weak (14:23) and contrasts private conviction and public behaviour. First and regarding private conviction, ‘whatever you believe about these things, whether you are strong and believe you can eat anything or weak and believe you cannot, keep between yourself and God’ (14:22). There is no need to parade your views or impose them on other people. Regarding public behaviour there are two options. The strong Christian is blessed because his conscience approves of his eating anything, so he can follow his conscience with no sense of guilt. ‘Blessed is the one who does not condemn himself by what he approves’ (14:22). But ‘the man who has doubts, the weak Christian who is plagued with doubts because his conscience is giving him vacillating signals, is condemned by his conscience and not by God if he eats, because his eating is not from faith; and everything that does not come from faith is sin’ (14:23). Our conscience is not infallible but to go against it (to act ‘not … from faith’) is sin. At the same time, alongside this explicit instruction not to violate our conscience is the implicit requirement to educate it.
Romans 14 opened with Paul’s call to accept the weaker brother (14:1). He urged the strong neither to despise or judge him (14:2-13), nor to distress and damage him (14:13-23). He will go on now to encourage the strong not to please themselves (15:1-13).
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