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      “Trump Should Be Removed from Office.”


      “I won’t feed into this mass hysteria, nor scare my own children by wearing a mask!”


      “Sure, racism exists, but the idea of systemic racism is fake news!”


      Each quote is a different iteration of the beginning of this book. We were looking for current controversies in which believers have opposite opinions. They each see their position as a Christian conviction so they expect all Christians to share it. As soon as we picked one issue, it was pushed aside by another.


      “Trump Should Be Removed from Office” is the title of Christianity Today’s then editor-in-chief Mark Galli’s controversial op-ed piece where he argues that the president has abused his power for personal gain and should be impeached. He concludes by asking if sincere Christians can honestly continue to assert that “the bent and broken character of our nation’s leader doesn’t really matter in the end?”1 Clearly many Christians shared Galli’s opinion since after the essay appeared, subscriptions to Christianity Today increased. On the other hand, two hundred evangelical leaders publicly slammed the op-ed, claiming it “questioned the spiritual integrity of Christians.”2 It seemed like the perfect example of conflicting Christian convictions. That is, until COVID-19 hit.


      “I won’t feed into this mass hysteria, nor scare my own children by wearing a mask!” This was exclaimed by a participant in a Zoom meeting of local church leaders gathering to discuss how to respond to the pandemic. The topic of wearing a facemask dominated the discussion and provoked powerful disagreements. While each sought to fulfill the second great commandment, they had vastly different ideas of what that meant in practice. To one side, neighbor love is not perpetuating—via wearing a mask—an over-reaction that is only stoking needless fear. To the other, loving our neighbors means showing deference to those in our community who are fearful and adopting precautions advocated by reputable health experts. With a deadline approaching, this introduction seemed even more relevant.


      But while the ink was drying on that draft, we all witnessed the horrifying killing of George Floyd whose cries of “I can’t breathe” fell on the deaf ears of a White policeman with a knee on his neck. “I can’t breathe” became the rallying cry of protest marches across the world pushing COVID-19 to the background. In the midst of the swirling controversy, a pastor friend of ours angrily asserted, “Sure, racism exists, but the idea of systemic racism is fake news!” He represented conversations being held in hushed tones in predominately White churches across America. Racism exists, of course, but systemic racism is not supported by the facts. Sorry. Such views deeply hurt many Christians and especially Christians of color who felt ignored, again.


      What all three quotes have in common are not only powerful emotions but deep divisions among Jesus followers. This division wasn’t started by calls for impeachment, a pandemic, or Black Lives Matter protests. Cracks in our unity were already present. These challenging events simply brought them front and center where they can no longer be ignored. The truth is that any attempts to follow Jesus often lead sincere Christians in different and seemingly incompatible directions.


      Can you relate?


      While your disagreement with a person sitting in the pew in front of you or a Christian colleague at an organization or school may not concern something as dramatic as impeaching a president or defunding the police, we all know what it’s like to be angry and disappointed with the convictions of a fellow believer.


      By the time you read this introduction, there may be something new dominating the headlines and pulling Christians apart. The question is, what can be done?


      The only thing more difficult than discussing Christian convictions in the public square is discussing them with fellow believers in the church. This may seem counterintuitive but it is true. We may have more disagreements with nonbelievers, but our disagreements with fellow believers are more problematic and more emotionally charged.


      Outside the Christian community, one anticipates having biblical convictions contested or despised. Disagreement is unpleasant but expected. We know our beliefs about Christ and morality are not broadly shared in the American public square. Therefore, we expect conflict and are equipped for it—or at the very least know we should be. But when our personal convictions are contested by fellow church members, everything changes. We feel attacked from behind. It feels both unexpected and wrong! We assume our biblical convictions will be shared by those sitting on either side of us in church. If they doubt or deny our convictions, we don’t experience it as a mere difference of opinion but rather as a violation of an unspoken agreement. We are not merely intellectually challenged by a new idea or puzzled by a different viewpoint; we are hurt and offended.


      This offense is not unique to the American church. As we have traveled internationally, we’ve heard the same concerns coming from church leaders in Canada, Indonesia, Kenya, Uganda, Korea, Lithuania, Russia, China, Romania, and England. It seems the challenges to Christian unity are experienced worldwide, and this isn’t merely a modern struggle fueled by social media. Paul tells believers at Corinth that they have been called to be holy “together with all those everywhere who call on the name of our Lord Jesus Christ” (1 Cor 1:2). Yet, nine verses later he writes that he has learned there are “quarrels among you” (1:11).


      Why is this? We believe one of the main causes of discord is how we think about our convictions. Consider these three commonly held beliefs.


      1. Strongly held convictions lead to uncivil discourse. The reason we fight with each other, and often believe the worst about each other, is that we form convictions about things for which we care deeply. Unfortunately, we all care deeply about different things. And even when we care about the same things, we often see these things differently and therefore commit to different courses of action. If we are going to live together, we will need to moderate our convictions. We need to learn to say “Whatever” more and “Thus saith the Lord” less.


      2. Convictions are about moral absolutes. Simply put, as we walk through life, we encounter two types of issues: absolutes and preferences. It is important that we distinguish these two. If something is merely a preference, we should just live and let live and not argue about it. We can’t argue about it. A preference is just a matter of taste. How can you argue that chocolate is better than vanilla? You can’t really give reasons for that sort of thing. On the other hand, there are absolutes. These are moral issues—issues of right and wrong. We should form convictions about these issues, and we should follow our convictions even when we don’t feel like it, even if it is difficult or unpleasant. So, convictions are what we have about absolutes, and preferences are what we have about matters of taste.


      3. Christians should all share the same convictions. We understand that the world may have different (and mistaken) views about absolutes since they do not share a commitment to the authority of Scripture. Christians, however, share a commitment to the authority of Scripture and therefore should share the same absolutes. Since convictions are about absolutes, and we all share the same absolutes, all Christians should share the same convictions. In practice, of course, we may have disagreements about convictions because we are fallen and sinful, but clearly God’s intention is that we should all agree.


      We wrote this book to explain why each of these three beliefs about convictions is wrong. To give a preview where the book will be going, let’s sketch our reasons for rejecting each of these three claims.


      First, we do not believe that strong convictions cause incivility. Instead, we believe poorly formed convictions cause incivility. In fact, what is really important about a conviction is not whether it is strong or weak but rather whether it is well-formed or poorly formed. So, we’ll discuss how convictions are formed and how to form them well.


      Second, we will dispute the claim that convictions are about absolutes. To put it more precisely, we will dispute the claim that the Christian life confronts us with only two types of issues: absolutes and mere preferences. Perhaps the single most important point we will make is that contemporary Christians need to reexamine and recover the realm of “disputable matters,” a realm Paul examines in some detail in Romans 14.


      Third, we do not believe that all Christians will agree on all matters of conviction. Once we have identified the third ground of disputable matters, we realize that many of our convictions are not about moral absolutes. Therefore, even if we are optimistic enough to assume that all Christians share the same moral absolutes because they read the same Scripture, there is no particular reason to assume they will share the same personal convictions. Some of our convictions are formed on disputable matters—matters that all Christians within a church may not agree on. God wants us to form a conviction on such matters, but he does not want us to force such convictions upon others.


      It is clear, then, that we cannot expect the church to be free from the sorts of division we find within our culture. The line of contentious conversations does not just run between the church and the world, it runs right through the heart of every congregation.


      

        OUR JOURNEYS


        Tim. Long before I became a professor, I was part of a unique Christian think tank sponsored by Cru (formerly Campus Crusade for Christ). The goal was to consider ways we could share the Christian perspective—seen by many as argumentative and harsh—in a way that balanced truth telling with love. My work with this group piqued an interest in communication, and I soon started my graduate education at UNC-Chapel Hill. There I met brilliant scholars who introduced me to the topic of civility, which culminated in the development of an original four-step method of bringing together groups locked in disagreement marked by incivility, lack of compassion, and vitriol. This idea of cultivating civility has been a recurring theme found in many of my books.3


        On separate occasions over the past few years, I found myself in the unexpected position of serving as interim teaching pastor at two churches in Southern California. It’s there I had the chance to see firsthand how Christians can both foster unity amidst disagreements and also how those different points of view can form deep divisions. My admiration for Christian leaders who seek to engage differences—rather than sweep them away or suppress them—has grown immensely.


        Rick. The first two decades of my ministry experience were spent serving on the pastoral staff of what became a large evangelical church in Southern California, and it didn’t take long for me to realize that conflicts were part of church life. I experienced everything from family squabbles brought into the church by warring siblings all the way up to challenges to unity that struck the highest levels of our church leadership. During this time, I also served on the board of the Southwest District of the Evangelical Free Church and on the board of Forest Home Christian Camp and on community boards as well. After twenty years at my church, I joined the faculty of Biola University and continue to teach and serve in leadership there to the present day. These roles gave me wide-ranging experience in conflict resolution with Christian churches, boards, universities, and organizations. My interest in fostering civil discourse has also extended outside of Christian circles, and I have volunteered for the past few years with Better Angels as a moderator for workshops that bring together right- and left-leaning citizens to discuss their conflicting political convictions.


        Since Tim and I met upon joining the faculty of Biola University, we’ve not only become friends and co-authors but were tasked by our school president to cultivate dialogue among diverse faculty who find themselves on opposite ends politically and theologically. We call these conversations faculty duologues and have tackled questions such as, Is capitalism biblical? How should our biblical convictions influence how we vote? Does social justice detract from the gospel, or is it the heart of it? These are public conversations held in front of fellow faculty, the student body, and the general public. The lessons we’ve learned—both successes and failures—have shaped our thinking and approach. Our desire to cultivate civil conversations not only resulted in the book you are about to read but the creation of the Winsome Conviction Project (WCP). The WCP is a five-year project built on the idea that in today’s argument culture the value of listening, compassion, and understanding have been largely discarded. Our vision statement reads: Our vision is to foster conversations within the church and the broader culture that deepen relationships, help to heal a fractured church, foster civility, bring compassion to a warring public square, and enrich the lives of listeners rather than tear people apart.


        As the toxic polarization and division that characterizes contemporary culture creeps (or floods) into the church, it’s not enough to merely consider the formation of convictions. We must also learn how to have productive conversations about our convictions. How do conflicts form and take on momentum? How do we form impressions of other Christians, and are these impressions accurate and charitable? Are the groups we belong to within a church or Christian organization open to outside input, or are they echo chambers fostering closedness and groupthink? And last, how should the biblical virtues of respect, humility, and love play in how we not only form convictions but also communicate them?
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SECTION I

BIBLICAL
FOUNDATIONS



1

HISTORICAL PRELUDE

ROGER WILLIAMS
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It is January of 1636. A solitary figure trudges through the New England snow as the pale midwinter sunlight is slowly swallowed by the dusk. It is bitter cold already, and it will surely become colder as night descends. The figure is not hurrying home for the night. He has no home. He does not look forward to being greeted by his wife and children because his pregnant wife and two-year-old daughter are trudging through the snow a short distance behind him—doing their best to keep up as he seeks a place to shelter for the night.

Who is this pitiable figure, and what circumstances have led him into this desperate plight? Is he a victim of a natural disaster—a winter storm that destroyed his home? Was his home destroyed by pirates, hostile Indians, or a rampaging criminal band? Is he a criminal who chose exile rather than execution?

The answer is none of these.

The solitary figure is Roger Williams. He and his small family have not been banished for a crime but rather banished for their convictions. They are not risking the snow in the hopes of preserving their lives; they are risking their lives in the hopes of preserving their consciences. As Williams put it, he was determined to keep his soul undefiled by refusing to “act with a doubting conscience.”1

Roger Williams may be best remembered as the founder of Rhode Island (the final destination of his trudge through the frozen woods), but he was also a pioneer of the separation of church and state—something he viewed as necessary to allow people to preserve their consciences intact. He was a man of complex thought, controversial opinions, and deeply held convictions. If he were alive today, he would share many characteristics with conservative evangelicals (or perhaps fundamentalists), particularly in these early years we describe here. He was absolutely committed to the lordship of Christ and expressed that commitment by absolute obedience to God’s Word. He believed in the literal return of Christ and expected it at any time. He was personally committed to evangelizing the indigenous population in the “wilderness,” but he was also convinced that many of the English settlers were also unregenerate and in desperate need of repentance and conversion. He was deeply committed to the purity of the church, wanting membership in the church to be dependent on a clear testimony of faith in Christ, and he was also firmly committed to church discipline, including excommunication for those whose life and practice gave the lie to their profession of faith.

Williams’s Christian beliefs were also his final authority and guiding light when it came to controversial issues like politics. Though he was prone to withdrawal and separation on matters of church polity, he was very much engaged in the broader society and very concerned about civic and political matters. It was not long before this pastor and missionary was serving as the civil governor of the colony that grew up around the settlement he began near what is now Providence, Rhode Island.

Roger Williams has excellent street cred as a Christian of radical commitment. But what is truly interesting is the convictions that emerged from his devoutly held faith. Let us modernize Williams’s positions by setting them within more contemporary controversies to see what we would think about them. In all likelihood, Roger Williams would have been:


	adamantly opposed to viewing America as a Christian nation. He would have felt that was untrue as a matter of historical fact, but he also would have opposed making this a goal or aspiration as a matter of principle;


	opposed to including the phrase “under God” in the Pledge of Allegiance;


	opposed to prayer in public schools; and


	opposed to using religious symbols like the cross in public places and swearing in ceremonies for juries or public offices that included the Bible or oaths in God’s name.




So, easy come, easy go when it comes to street cred for many contemporary conservative evangelicals.

What accounts for the radical difference between the political convictions of Roger Williams and so many modern evangelicals? It turns out the difference has almost nothing to do with time and historical context. In fact, John Cotton, the Boston pastor who was instrumental in sending Williams into his bone-chilling exile, would have disagreed with him at every point mentioned above, though he shared almost all of Williams’s confessional beliefs.

Surprised? Confused? We were too when we first read about Roger Williams. Let’s look a little deeper into his beliefs.

Let’s begin by making a theological point that was very important to Roger Williams. For most of New England’s Puritans, “covenant” constituted a sort of canopy under which all of human society operated. Husbands and wives were united in a marriage covenant, local churches organized around covenants which included professions of faith and commitments to holy living, and society itself ultimately stood in a covenant with God as well.2 For Williams, this covenant canopy was misconceived. Civil society was a mixed society in the sense that it was not all made up of Christians—as was clearly shown by requiring confessions of faith to join a local church. If society was universally Christian, this would be a pointless exercise. But if society was mixed, how could it stand in a single covenant before God? How could it require certain beliefs for participation in civil society? The fact that civil society was impure and mixed necessitated a division between church and state.

Williams was firmly convinced that the New Testament church is strictly spiritual and entirely distinct from any civil body. In light of this, he made a strong contrast between Israel, which was a political nation, and the church, which is not and never will be. Historian Edwin Gaustad clearly explains: “New England was still hung up on Moses [and] refused to accept that there really is a New Testament, a new covenant, a new dispensation. . . . The New Israel is the Christian community, spiritual alone, not physical. Under the dispensation of the gospel, nations are not churches.”3

This belief makes Williams’s surprising convictions much easier to understand. For him, neither America nor any other nation could properly lay claim to the term “Christian” in describing itself. Another consequence of being a mixed society is that all public positions and civic responsibilities will be discharged by both Christians and non-Christians. Therefore, oath-taking for civil service (be it on a jury or to hold office) is inappropriate. In effect, it requires a person who does not believe in God to invoke the name of God in an oath. This is a violation of the command not to take God’s name in vain and also of Jesus’ teaching in the Sermon on the Mount regarding oath-taking (Mt 5:33-37). Therefore, it is not a stretch to assume that for Williams, if the Pledge of Allegiance is to be recited by all citizens, it should not invoke God’s name—on the lips of unbelievers, God’s name would be devoid of any spiritual meaning. In fact, this is made explicit in Supreme Court Justice Sandra Day O’Connor’s defense of the words “under God” in the Pledge. She finds the phrase is not unconstitutional “because it serves a legitimate secular purpose of solemnizing public occasions, and expressing confidence in the future.”4 But wouldn’t this mean precisely that God’s name is being used in a sense that is devoid of any meaningful theological content? Isn’t this the very definition of using God’s name in vain? Similar thinking would likely forbid teacher-led prayer in public schools since they hire both Christian and non-Christian teachers. How could they sincerely offer prayer in Jesus’ name, and why would you want teachers praying in any other name?

Such concerns may also apply to matters like the public display of the cross or other Christian symbols, but at this point, the story gets even more interesting. The English flag of the colonial era contained a red cross which formed its axis. It had been bestowed upon England by the pope some centuries before. To Williams this was another vestige of Christendom—and worse yet it came clothed in explicitly “popish garb.” Therefore, Williams became an ardent supporter of John Endecott, the leader of the Salem congregation, who ordered the crosses cut out of the flags.5

This story has a particular resonance for me (Rick). For many years I pastored in Redlands, California, a small town on the far eastern edge of the Los Angeles basin. In 1963, the city created a logo for its stationery, business cards, and government buildings and vehicles. The logo had four quadrants, one of which contained a cross glistening above a steepled church, representing the fact that Redlands was known as a community with an unusually high number of churches. Though commonly called the “city seal,” it was really just a logo. In 2004, the American Civil Liberties Union (ACLU) wrote a letter requesting that the cross be removed on the basis of the separation of church and state. The city council complied with the request and began removing the offending logo. Christians strenuously objected by organizing through various churches, schools, and organizations. I was approached by several other pastors and asked to rally our church to the cause. The Christian legal group known as the Alliance Defense Fund offered to plead the case. Ultimately, a ballot initiative to restore the city seal was rejected by approximately 60 percent of the voters, and the city reverted to its pre-1963 seal.

What would Roger Williams have thought? Interestingly enough, the city initially responded by putting black tape over the offending portion of the logo and even drilling holes in badges of police officers to remove the cross. At the time, I could hardly help but be reminded of Roger Williams and John Endecott cutting the crosses out of the flags of New England. The irony is that in Williams’s day the cross removal was being done by the conservative Christians rather than the ACLU.

What should we make of all of this? First, I think Roger Williams serves as a great example of the point we made in the introduction: all Christians do not share the same convictions on all issues. More importantly, we don’t have different convictions because some Christians are devout and others are merely nominal in their faith. Roger Williams was far more devout and zealous than most of us who make up evangelical churches today, myself included. (I’m sure I would have come up with some way to salve my conscience and avoid tromping through the snow with my two-year-old and my pregnant wife.) Williams is a great example of devotion, but he is also an ominous warning of the dangers of division. He left in his wake a collection of church splits and divisive tracts with names like The Bloudy Tenent of Persecution for Cause of Conscience, and The Bloudy Tenent yet more Bloudy by Mr. Cotton’s Endeavor to wash it white in the Blood of the Lamb. John Winthrop, the first governor of the Massachusetts colony, said that Williams at one point had refused Communion with all save his own wife.6 John Cotton accused him of rejecting as apostate every church in the New World (as well as the Old).7

We have a lot to learn from Roger Williams about personal devotion, but he also serves as a cautionary tale about dividing the body of Christ. We hope his story will whet your appetite and prod you to think more closely about what convictions really are and how we can hold them firmly but without dividing our churches and destroying our friendships.
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DISPUTABLE MATTERS

THE FORGOTTEN MIDDLE GROUND
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What is the greatest threat to the church of Jesus Christ today?

There are so many threats to choose from. Some Christians would identify hazards like postmodern relativism working to unravel notions of truth and the rise of the LGBTQ agenda, intending to turn traditional sexual norms on their head. For others, the great threats to the church look different. Other Christians feel our most existential threat is the inability to achieve racial justice, or our refusal to confront sexual predators within the clergy, or sexism within our culture. At a global level, relentless persecution and the rise of Islamic fundamentalism threaten the lives of individual Christians and the very existence of the church.

But without denying the significance of any of these threats, we believe the greatest threat to the church today is the same as it has been in every generation since the New Testament was written: quarreling. Persecution strengthens the church. Intellectual and cultural challenges deepen our faith and stimulate our theological thinking. Ethical commitments that conflict with the culture make us stand out as salt and light—or at times may provoke us to purify our own lives to become better salt and light. Quarreling, on the other hand, is insidiously dangerous because it kills from within.

The existential threat of quarreling leaps from the text of almost every New Testament epistle. Whether the letter is long or short (1 Corinthians or Philemon), quarreling is addressed. Whether the church is doing well or doing poorly (Philippians or Galatians), quarreling is addressed. Whether the tenor of the epistle is doctrinal (Romans) or personal (2 Timothy), quarreling is addressed. Clearly, the New Testament views this type of discord as a life-threatening virus, a metastasizing cancer set on destroying its host.

In Paul’s day the church quarreled over the Jewish law and over genealogies, over meat sacrificed to idols and sabbath practices, and over favoritism shown to the rich patrons and negligence shown to poor widows. Churches clashed over the incarnation and the resurrection. They fought over which apostle was better than the others. They butted heads over race, class, and gender. They quarreled over the Spirit of Peace.

Modern churches are no different. We did some searching in the World Christian Database.1 Our query for Lutheran denominations yielded 186 distinct records worldwide. That sounds like a lot, but the Methodists (including Wesleyans) recorded 301 entries, only to be bested by the Reformed denominations (including Presbyterians) with 311. Yet it appears no one could beat the Baptists, who pegged the needle at 472, though it is possible that number is inflated if the Reformed Baptist denominations were counted twice.

Or consider the Mennonites.2 They are an Anabaptist church, distinguished among other things by the practice of baptizing only adult believers. Though united on baptism, Mennonites found things a bit harder when it came to Communion. Questions arose over including foot-washing, exchanging holy kisses, and having love feasts. All resulted in church divisions. Controversies also arose over using ordained versus lay ministers and then over the style of colonial coat that a minister should wear. A division arose over the keeping of written minutes and the use of written constitutions in churches. Churches split over whether worship should take place in houses or churches. All agreed that young men who were drafted should not serve in the military, but division arose over whether young men could do public service or if they were required to go to prison when drafted. Divisions occurred between those who used automobiles and those who used horse-drawn buggies, and over whether or not automobiles should have chrome bumpers or black bumpers. A division arose over farming with tractors rather than horse teams, soon followed by a division among tractor drivers as to whether steel wheels were required or if rubber wheels were permissible. There was division over the necessity of head coverings for women and whether head coverings should be bonnets or hats. All of these controversies led to splits between groups of churches, new formal and informal alliances, and a variety of splinter denominations. Perhaps none of this should be surprising. One of the earliest Mennonite conflicts was over “shunning”—in effect, it was a division over the proper way to divide.

My own denomination, the Evangelical Free Church, was proud of our simple one-sentence doctrinal statement in the early twentieth century. We were able to bridge the gap over baptismal practices and include congregations that practiced both infant baptism and believer’s baptism. This wonderful unity almost unraveled in the 1920s when some churches wanted to publish the denominational newsletter in English rather than Swedish.

Fortunately, since quarreling is as old as the apostles, we are also given apostolic wisdom to help manage this problem. Many passages in the New Testament address quarreling, and one of the most complete and most instructive is found in Romans 14. Let’s consider that passage in some detail and see if it offers us a way forward that works even in our contested world today.


PERSONAL CONVICTIONS AND CONGREGATIONAL QUARRELS

In Romans 14, Paul broaches a painful disagreement within the congregation over convictions about days and diets. Some members of the church felt that Christian freedom meant that a person could eat anything they wanted to and that all days were essentially alike. Others disagreed, believing that what one ate and how one ate it was spiritually significant, and likewise, they felt that some days were sacred and should be particularly honored in comparison to others.

A word of caution for modern readers: this is not a discussion about trivial matters. The Roman church consisted of a mix of Jews and Gentiles. Questions about the relationship between Jews and Gentiles permeate almost every chapter of the book. Given this context, few matters could be more contentious than days and diets. Keeping the Sabbath and practicing the dietary laws were the two most common and readily visible ways in which devout Jews proclaimed their allegiance to Yahweh. It was both a tangible expression of their identity as the people of God and also a way to avoid contamination in a pagan world where food, especially meat, was often part of ritual sacrifices. Days and diets were anything but trivial to Jewish Christians in Rome.

The same is true in the Gospels. The Jews challenge Jesus concerning what he is eating, who he is eating with, or what he is doing on a Sabbath day. Though Jesus claimed he did not come to abolish the law, many devout Jews felt he was abolishing the law exactly because of how he dealt with days and diets. Clearly, when Paul picked up the thread of days and diets toward the end of Romans, he was choosing a very thorny and contentious issue for his readers—not an easy question or a trivial disagreement.

With this in mind, let’s examine the wisdom Paul passes along to the Roman church about dealing with conflicting personal convictions. Four key principles can be drawn from this chapter.

Principle 1: Distinguish personal convictions from moral absolutes and matters of taste.

As for the one who is weak in faith, welcome him, but not to quarrel over opinions. One person believes he may eat anything, while the weak person eats only vegetables. Let not the one who eats despise the one who abstains, and let not the one who abstains pass judgment on the one who eats, for God has welcomed him. Who are you to pass judgment on the servant of another? It is before his own master that he stands or falls. And he will be upheld, for the Lord is able to make him stand. (Rom 14:1-4 ESV)


Paul begins this chapter by identifying the matters that are appropriate for forming personal convictions. Paul is addressing matters of “opinion” or “disputable matters” depending upon the translation. Apparently, some matters are disputable and others are not. This statement merits further attention.

Not everything is a disputable matter. Some things are matters of absolutes. Absolutes include matters like the incarnation, the resurrection, and the deity of Christ. New Testament writers offer clear teaching on these matters and also clearly identify and condemn false teaching—often in the strongest of terms. These are not matters of personal convictions; these are matters of universal belief within the church. The exact formulation of these doctrines developed over time and were ultimately codified into great definitional statements of faith—statements we know to and recite today under names like the Apostles’ Creed or Nicene Creed. We could call these “Christian convictions” since, by definition, those who do not share these convictions are outside the church.

There are also absolutes related to conduct rather than belief. For example, in the immediately preceding passage (Rom 13:12-14), Paul commands all of his readers to cast off the works of darkness, meaning that they should not engage in drunkenness and orgies and sexual immorality. Putting on Christ, according to Paul, demands that one make no provision for the flesh. This is not merely a personal matter because Paul thinks every member of the church should share this moral mandate. In other words, it is a moral absolute, not a matter of personal conviction. There is no room for disagreement here.

On the other hand, some matters do not merit dispute at all. They are fundamentally not important. They are matters of taste, accidents of history, or mere differences. In Romans 12:3-12, for example, Paul discusses the different spiritual gifts and argues that differences among them should not lead us to think differently about ourselves. All gifts should be valued equally—they are equally good; they are equally gifts. There is no reason for dispute regarding gifts. Perhaps more relevant is Paul’s exhortation to the Corinthians (1 Cor 1:11-5; 3:3-7) who were quarreling about who had baptized them and over which apostle had led them to Christ. Paul is horrified that this has become a disputable matter for them. He states that it does not matter who baptized a person but that they were baptized into Christ. It doesn’t matter whose preaching brought you into the church; what matters is that that person was preaching Christ. One’s preacher and one’s baptizer are matters of mere difference or accidents of time and place. They are not worthy of dispute. They may be personal matters, but they are not matters of personal conviction.

So, when Paul identifies disputable matters, he introduces a third category between moral absolutes and mere differences. He is pointing to matters where Christians can legitimately disagree regarding what is right or wrong. And make no mistake, these truly are contentious matters—either because brothers and sisters in Christ will judge right and wrong differently, or because one Christian views the issue as a matter of right and wrong and the other views the issue as a mere difference. So even the categories can be disputed. Such issues are disputable matters, and these matters are the focus of Paul’s attention in Romans 14.

One more bit of terminology needs to be clarified. Paul mentions the “one who is weak in faith” and contrasts this person’s conscience with that of a person who is apparently stronger in faith. What is surprising is that Paul uses the labels weak and strong in almost exactly the opposite fashion than they are commonly used today. Paul identifies the one who is weaker as the one who has a robust or even hyperactive conscience—he or she has tighter self-imposed prohibitions on conduct than the one who is stronger. The person who has a weaker faith has a hard time believing that dietary laws and Sabbath laws are actually past and superseded by the coming of Christ. This person feels safer continuing to honor these laws because of the sensitivity of their conscience.

Being “weak” in faith does not call into question the authenticity of one’s saving faith in Christ. Romans 14 assumes saving faith is in place for all the individuals Paul is addressing. Rather, in this passage “faith” refers to the firmness of one’s belief that a particular course of action is appropriate and pleasing to God. As renowned biblical scholar F. F. Bruce notes, “He who has doubts is condemned, if he eats. If he does something about which his conscience is uneasy, he is condemned at heart and incurs a sense of guilt, ‘because his action does not arise from his conviction’ (NEB). But one who does something knowing it to be not only permissible but positively right does it from faith.”3

What Paul has in mind here is not our saving faith in Christ but rather faith that a particular believer has in the merits of a particular course of action. This sort of faith will vary between believers depending on the course of action. A person who is “weaker” in faith is not really sure that eating meat is permitted. The one who is “stronger” in faith feels full Christian liberty to eat without raising a question of conscience. If a different activity were under consideration, the labels of weak and strong might be reversed. A person who has a particularly sensitive conscience about drinking might have relatively few scruples about watching movies, while a person who is very concerned about watching movies might be unconcerned about drinking. So the labels weak and strong apply to particular issues of conscience and not to a person taken as a whole, and they are not the equivalent of being spiritually mature or immature.

Furthermore, the reason why a person may have a particularly robust or even hyperactive conscience on a particular issue can vary quite widely. In the case of Romans 14, the believers in question were probably either Jewish believers (or perhaps god-fearing Gentiles sensitized to the Jewish law) who from their earliest days had been trained to eat only certain types of food and to honor particular days in a special way. Their personal history of religious devotion sensitized them to days and diets. But all of us have histories, and with these histories come our own sensitivities. A friend of mine refuses even to taste alcohol because he was an alcoholic for many years. He now celebrates his “sobriety day” the way most of us celebrate our birthdays. His conscience is sensitized because of a personal history of excess and sin related to alcohol. Another friend, a pastor of a large church, refuses to go to any R-rated movies, including movies like The Passion of the Christ, because he is concerned that it will start him down a slippery slope into watching films with ever more violence or sexuality, something he knows himself to be drawn to. The sensitivity of a person’s conscience may come from one’s religious background, from a history of personal sin, or from a desire to safeguard against a personal weakness or inclination of soul. In any case, Paul exhorts us to honor our own consciences in these matters and to be sensitive to the consciences of others. Even if we have no temptation toward excess in drinking and feel free to partake in drinking alcohol, we are not to flaunt our freedom before a brother or sister who does have sensitivities in this regard.

With these clarifications in place, let’s consider the remaining principles Paul offers to guide us in forming personal convictions about disputable matters.

Principle 2: Don’t quarrel. Paul began this passage by commanding his readers to avoid quarreling over disputable matters. This seems paradoxical—isn’t disputable just a synonym for something we quarrel about? Paul’s response to this is straightforward. When he calls something a disputable matter, he simply means that it is a matter about which good-hearted believers can disagree. One person can have one opinion, and the other person can have another opinion, and that is that. There is no need to reconcile their beliefs with one another. And since there is no need to reconcile the beliefs with one another, there is no need to quarrel. We do not have to figure out who is right and who is wrong. There is room for two opinions. End of story.

It is worth noting that Paul does not even claim all viewpoints are equally valid. In fact, in the matter of days and diets, he implies the weaker brother may actually be further from the mark. As he puts it: “I know and am persuaded in the Lord Jesus that nothing is unclean in itself, but it is unclean for anyone who thinks it unclean” (Rom 14:14 ESV). Nonetheless, the weaker faith should be welcomed by the stronger faith, and likewise, the person with the weaker faith should not judge the person with the stronger faith. In Paul’s mind, I should be able to choose my belief in such matters, and you should be able to choose your belief. Since we are both free to choose, we are also free to differ.

On the surface, this seems fairly unsurprising, but it is easy to mistakenly infer that Paul is telling us that disputable matters are no big deal, just matters of taste. But this completely misses Paul’s point. Although disputable matters are not absolutes, they are also not matters of taste or of mere difference. Disputable matters are a middle ground, and it turns out they are exactly the ground in which personal convictions are grown.

Principle 3: Be fully convinced in your own mind. In verses 3-6, Paul explicitly debunks the notion that we can avoid controversies on disputable matters by essentially saying, “Who cares? Whatever.” Though Paul does not want us to judge each other, he still believes these matters are too important to just make a choice and get on with it. In verse 5 he says, “Each one should be fully convinced in his own mind” (ESV), and in verse 12 he reminds us that “each of us will give an account of himself to God” (ESV). Paul also talks about his own convictions regarding food and states that he knows and is persuaded of them (v. 14). In verse 23 he reminds us that “whatever does not proceed from faith is sin” (ESV). This is strong language. Paul clearly wants his readers to carefully think through disputable matters and resolve any residual doubt. To those who ask, “Who cares?” Paul replies, “Jesus cares!” The reason we don’t judge each other on these matters is that we will each be judged by Jesus (v. 10). Each person must prayerfully consider whether each day is alike or whether some days are special; whether all food is permissible or whether some must be avoided. They will not answer to other believers about these matters, but they will answer to God.

Paul is asking his readers to develop personal convictions. These convictions are personal because they are formed by each individual, not by a general command for the entire church. They are also personal because once these convictions are formed, they are not to be applied to others but rather practiced by oneself. They are for personal consumption, not for export. This does not mean you cannot talk to others about your convictions; it is just a reminder that the first function of our convictions is for ourselves—to express our devotion to Christ. We don’t come up with our convictions to impress others or win converts. Others may be impressed by your convictions or even moved to join you in following them, but that is not their primary purpose.

Similarly, these personal convictions are convictions because they are not merely preferences. They are not just statements of what we happen to like or happen to think. They are convictions formed by careful reflection on what we believe Jesus happens to like or think. Our personal preferences have little to do with the matter. We know what we like—that hardly requires deliberation. Rather, we are trying to discern what is pleasing to Jesus, and knowing his mind requires deliberation. It should also be noted that Paul is not asking us to consider what is permissible to the Lord but rather what is pleasing to the Lord. I have discovered that we can conceive of many things as permissible that we would have a much harder time imagining as pleasing to the Lord. Paul clearly indicates in this passage that in disputable matters our goal is not to please others, nor is it to please ourselves, but rather our goal is to please Jesus. It is wise to form one’s convictions by asking what is pleasing to Jesus, not simply what Jesus might permit, and certainly not just what I myself might like.

It is also possible that there may be convictions that are necessary at a particular time and place, but later or elsewhere these convictions are no longer necessary. Indeed, Paul suggests this when he talks about those who are weaker in faith. The idea is that in the course of events their faith regarding days and diets might grow and develop, and when that happens, they might change their convictions about days or diets. Furthermore, Paul wants to be sure we extend the same grace to others so that they can be fully convinced in their own minds even if their convictions are different from our own.

Principle 4: Avoid judging the strong and offending the weak. Before leaving Romans 14, we must consider specific counsel Paul gives to both the weaker and the stronger. First, concerning a person who is weaker in faith and more prone to have a hyperactive conscience, Paul knows this person is likely to see others doing things that they would refuse to do. He cautions them not to judge. If these weaker brothers and sisters fear someone is getting away with something and dishonoring Christ, Paul assures them that no one will get away with anything. Each will give an account to God (v. 12). Paul also says that in many of these matters, God seems to be able to find himself honored by people on both sides. As Paul puts it, those who eat do so in honor of the Lord; those who abstain also do so in honor of the Lord. It seems the Lord can handle diverse ways of his followers seeking to honor him.

The corresponding error of the stronger is to use their freedom in ways that offend those who are weaker: “Do not, for the sake of food, destroy the work of God. Everything is indeed clean, but it is wrong for anyone to make another stumble by what he eats. It is good not to eat meat or drink wine or do anything that causes your brother to stumble. The faith that you have, keep between yourself and God” (Rom 14:20-22 ESV).

Paul gives a simple rule of thumb: taste should give way to conviction. If it is a matter of conviction for your brother or sister, defer to their conviction instead of indulging your liberty. If you are sharing a dinner with someone who believes it is wrong to eat meat or drink wine, do not flaunt your freedom but rather defer to your brother or sister. You do not need to defer at all times—only in those times where indulging will give offense. In such cases, defer to the other person’s conscience so that they are not offended.

When I (Rick) was halfway through high school, my school purchased a foosball table for the student center. Suddenly I became interested in playing foosball. I quickly learned that the game is easy to play but hard to master. The ball moves rapidly and bounces at odd angles. I got beat a lot at first, but I began to get better. Then I decided to go to a local arcade where I could play more than just during the short breaks between classes. I got better still. Unfortunately, there were still others who always beat me. I decided to work harder. After a few months of hard work, I was playing another student who always beat me. I realized halfway through the game that I could actually win. We traded goals until it came down to the final ball. I deftly passed the ball forward and hit a hard shot straight into his goal. My elation vanished when I discovered that I had hit the ball so hard it bounced right back out of his goal and rolled all the way down the table and into my goal instead. I had just hit my best shot at the perfect time, and all I did was beat myself!

I walked outside and sat on the curb in shock. After about thirty minutes of rage and frustration I heard a quiet voice saying, “Rick, you care too much about foosball.” It was an irritating voice. All the more so because the message was both irritating and right. I did care too much about foosball. I realized that I was hearing something from Jesus and that he was telling me I needed to stop playing foosball.

At that point in my life, I needed to develop a personal conviction about playing foosball. It was a personal conviction because foosball was a problem for me personally, not everyone else. I needed to stop playing foosball, but there was no reason that my friends—whether Christian or non-Christian—should stop playing foosball. Jesus had given me a message, not them. And it was a personal conviction both because I was fully convinced in my own mind and also because it had nothing to do with my preferences. I still liked playing foosball; I just realized that Jesus did not like who I became when I was playing foosball. For me, giving up foosball was an important act of personal devotion.

This story illustrates the personal nature of convictions and the vital role they play in our spiritual growth. It also illustrates that sometimes a matter of mere taste for one person can be a matter of conviction for another. In other words, up until that painful game, I would have said that whether a person plays air hockey or foosball is a matter of mere taste—a personal preference. In fact, even after that day I still would have said that about my friends. But I would not have said that about myself. I could play air hockey and win or lose—it wasn’t a problem. Something was different when I played foosball.

This story also illustrates how a conviction can change. Upon graduation from high school I went off to college. There was no foosball table in my dorm. Rarely did my friends play foosball. Foosball gradually became unimportant to me. A few years later, I began working with a youth group that had a foosball table. As I watched the students play, I realized my foosball obsession had passed. I was over it. I could play it like it was just a game, and so I did. And to be clear, my conviction did not change because it had been wrong; my conviction changed because it had served its purpose.

So there it is. We are to cultivate and practice personal convictions. Our convictions do not need to agree with another’s, and we should avoid judging other people’s convictions and also avoid “exporting” our own convictions. It should be noted that saying we should avoid judging and exporting our own convictions is different from saying we should not talk about them with others. Discussing convictions makes for well-formed convictions. Furthermore, it is certainly possible for us to be mistaken about our convictions, and discussions can help us see flaws in our thinking. Nonetheless, the first point of application for our convictions is always toward ourselves. The goal of our convictions is to guide our own conduct so that it is pleasing to Jesus, not to guide the conduct of others.

It would be nice if this were the final word. However, these guidelines for personal convictions are the start of a conversation, not the end. They leave many questions unanswered. For example, if we all agree on Scripture, how is it that we end up disagreeing about convictions? Also, how do we handle differences in convictions at an interpersonal level? Romans 14 may give us a theoretical and theological understanding of personal convictions, but what about the relational and psychological challenges of conflicting convictions? And should our disagreements about convictions force us to part ways, or should we always be able to overcome our disagreements and work together? It is questions like these we must consider in the coming chapters.
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