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In the church culture in which you grew up, some of you in Hong Kong or China, for me in Baptist church in Scotland, what are some of the things you knew that Christians should NOT do, to do so would be to break the unwritten rules in your church; you would be in a heap of trouble. 
The kingdom of God is a truly counter-cultural experience, it turns things upside down. So the church needs to be truly counter-cultural. This may mean that when the ethos of a culture is restrictive, we need to be declaring a message and demonstrating the true meaning of freedom and liberty.  When the ethos of a culture is liberal and individualistic, we need to be thinking in terms of what is conservative and relational. 

However, no matter what culture or times in which we live, there are some issues I believe have not changed, such as in the areas of personal character, issues in sexuality, marriage/family, there are still some things that are still clear, this is what it means to live like a believer.  These things are as we say, black and white, we know what we must do and what we must not do, but there is also a lot of stuff in the gray category in the middle, gray means there is no clear word in Scripture, either for or against. 

But when churches have a fight and head towards a church split, most churches do not divide over critical theological issues, but usually over peripheral and often cultural issues. It seems that we excel at majoring on the minors. 

I want to take you on a visit to a church which is experiencing exactly that kind of struggle, the church is in the city of Rome, they are struggling with a kingdom principle, the issue of whether or not you can eat meat.  It is not a standard of diet, nothing about being vegetarian. This issue is dividing the Christians.  It could easily split the church.  Some Christians because of their Jewish background have some concerns and meat being kosher.  There was also the question / issue that in this pagan city, a small portion of the meat you bought was offered as a sacrifice to a pagan god.  You took the rest home and put it in the barbeque and enjoyed your steak. 

Some Christians said this was not a big deal, Christ had set them free, so enjoy that T-bone steak.  Others still felt the dark cloud of judgment hanging over them.  You can imagine the tension at the next church potluck supper.  What do you bring? 

This sets the stage for our reading – Romans 14:13-21. 
13 Therefore let us stop passing judgment on one another. Instead, make up your mind not to put any stumbling block or obstacle in the way of a brother or sister. 14 I am convinced, being fully persuaded in the Lord Jesus, that nothing is unclean in itself. But if anyone regards something as unclean, then for that person it is unclean. 15 If your brother or sister is distressed because of what you eat, you are no longer acting in love. Do not by your eating destroy someone for whom Christ died. 16 Therefore do not let what you know is good 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 receives human approval.

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 person 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 or sister to fall.

So the heart of the matter is not really about what we eat and drink, it is about kingdom relationships. 

Romans 14:17. 

17 For the kingdom of God is not a matter of eating and drinking, but of righteousness, peace and joy in the Holy Spirit,

Imagine after reading a passage like that, we could sit down with the Apostle Paul, ask him some questions, a kind of Q & A about church life.   
Here are four key questions. 
I. SHOULD I JUST DO WHAT EVERYONE ELSE DOES – FOLLOW THE CROWD? 
PAUL SAYS – NO! 

The first message Paul has for us is that, whatever decisions we have come to must be rooted and based on personal convictions. 
Verse 5 – Each one should be fully convinced in his own mind.
‘Fully convinced’, the word = something that is filled up to the brim, you have thoughtfully come to a decision for yourself. 
One of the steps of growth in our own lives is to move beyond the opinions and even the convictions of other people, and we figure out what it means to stand on our own two feet.  That is both exciting and painful, because it is easier to be like sheep and just follow what other people do.  Then if it doesn’t go well, who do we blame, we blame them. 

One thing I tried to teach our kids was this, don’t follow the crowd, think for yourself.  Know why you do what you do. 
Becoming mature people of conviction means that we stop looking at other people, and we think for ourselves, we do our own homework in an issue, and then decide. That is vital for everyone, especially younger Christians, who don’t have a faith that is just a copycat faith, what parents expect, or what the church watches for. You need a faith and a lifestyle that you hammer out for yourself.  This is your personal responsibility.  It is hard work. 

If you feel you have the freedom to do something, you need to know why.  If you feel you should not do something, then you are equally obligated to know why. 

THE DEPTH AND QUALITY OF OUR CHRISTIAN LIVES WILL BE FORGED BY THE CHOICES WE MAKE IN THOSE AREAS IN WHICH THERE IS NO CLEAR LIST TO FOLLOW. 

This is where we have to think through and hammer out our own Christian lifestyle. We are not taking about issues of basic Christian truth / doctrine.  

II. - DOES THIS MEAN I AM FREE TO DO ANYTHING I WANT? 

One of the great slogans of our culture is freedom. Christians like to say in these optional areas, we are free in Christ.  That is like a mantra. 
Yes we are free in Christ, but we need a mature understanding of freedom and how it operates in our lives.
3 qualifications about freedom to shape our decisions. 

#1 – 1 Corinthians 6:12

12 Everything is permissible for me-- but not everything is beneficial.

Everything is OK, but not everything is healthy or profitable 

There are many things that the Bible does not have a specific word about, so we have to think for ourselves.  We are not defined by lists or governed by taboos, so we have to ask “is this profitable, will this help me to grow as a Christian?”
#2 – 1 Corinthians 6:12

Everything is permissible for me-- but I will not be mastered by anything.
This verse is a play on words. I need to exercise the authority/power not to let anything have authority or power over me.  That is a vital step in our personal freedom. 

We see people pay a terrible price today for addictive lifestyles, issues of drugs and alcohol come first to mind, but there are also many socially acceptable addictions that we may also need to avoid, there is nothing harmful in themselves, but they become harmful. 

We might think of sports, food, coffee, work, money, hobbies, television, email, iPods, videos. 

Does anything have power over you right now? 

#3 - 1st Corinthians 10:23

23 "Everything is permissible"-- but not everything is beneficial. "Everything is permissible"-- but not everything is constructive.

Everything may be fine in itself, but not everything edifies, or builds us up, so we have to ask, “Will this weaken me or strengthen me?” 
All this and more makes us, people of personal convictions. We are called to be people who exercise freedom wisely
We do not give up legalism for something looser, but for something deeper.  

Once again -- THE DEPTH AND QUALITY OF OUR CHRISTIAN LIVES WILL BE FORGED BY THE CHOICES WE MAKE IN THOSE AREAS IN WHICH THERE IS NO CLEAR LIST TO FOLLOW. 
III - DO I HAVE ANY RESPONSIBILITY TOWARDS OTHER PEOPLE IN THE CHURCH?  YES WE DO!

We are brothers and sisters,joined together in the Body of Christ. 

Verse 7 - For none of us lives to himself alone and none of us dies to himself alone.

Paul mentions two groups of people

STRONG – he means the person who has worked through issues, has come to a place of personal convictions. 
We tend to define a mature Christian as someone who has been a Christian for many years, but that is not the Bible’s definition of maturity. 
Hebrew 5:14 – a definition of a mature Christian.

“Solid food is for the mature who by constant use have trained themselves to distinguish good from evil. 

WEAK – perhaps a new Christian, someone whose background in an area would prevent them from participating, someone who knows that they have a weakness in an area, a spiritual Achilles heel. 

The onus/weight of the relationship is ALWAYS on the one how is stronger.  They must happily and willingly limit their freedom for the sake of love. 
Here are 4 practical words of kingdom relationships. 4 guiding words about practicing what it might mean to live like a kingdom community. 

#1 - WE WILL CHOOSE TO LIMIT OUR PERSONAL FREEDOM WHEN SOMEONE WOULD BE MISLED

Romans 14:13-15.

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.

We may think we have a level of personal freedom, but someone sees us and they say, “Well, if they can do that – I can do that too.”  
Verse 13 – we put an obstacle in their way. 

We may have freedom to do something, but what if that would have a harmful affect on someone else?  That’s a very important issue when it relates to young people and children. 
But we say, “Don’t I have the right to do what I want?”  That is the voice of our culture.  Paul says “We are not acting in love when we think and act like that.  Love does not entice people to go where they are uncomfortable.” 

Verse 15 

15 If your brother/sister 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.

Love is a higher law than liberty. 

Responsibility is more important than rights. 

#2 - WE WILL CHOOSE TO LIMIT OUR PERSONAL FREEDOM WHEN OUR ACTIONS WOULD BE MISINTERPRETED. 

Verse 16. 

16 Do not allow what you consider good to be spoken of as evil.

What if something we do is right in itself, but is open to misunderstanding. Liberty must be handled with maturity. 
#3 - WE WILL CHOOSE TO LIMIT OUR PERSONAL FREEDOM IF THE WORK OF GOD WOULD BE HINDERED. 

Verse 20. 
20 Do not destroy the work of God for the sake of food.

We are deeply grateful to God for his testimony in this place, congregation, and pastors over many years.  But we know that years of prayer, work, and service, can be lost in a single thoughtless act.   Each of us, people and pastors together, are responsible day by day for maintaining the reputation of what God has done and is doing at VCBC.

There are times that we will display our maturity, not by proving what we have the freedom to do, but by quietly deciding what we choose not to do. 
Once again -- THE DEPTH AND QUALITY OF OUR CHRISTIAN LIVES WILL BE FORGED BY THE CHOICES WE MAKE IN THOSE AREAS IN WHICH THERE IS NO CLEAR LIST TO FOLLOW. 
There is a biblical word for that aspect of character; it is the word ‘meekness’. 
MEEKNESS MEANS POWER UNDER CONTROL. 

#4 - WE WILL CHOOSE WAYS THAT WILL BUILD UP RATHER THAN TEAR DOWN. 

Verse 19 

19 Let us therefore make every effort to do what leads to peace and to mutual edification.
It challenges us to find the words and take the action that builds into the life and community of FIRST, rather than tear it down. 
I hurt more than you know when I hear people say words and do things that tear down the community of the church, talk about another Christian here. When we do that, we are doing Satan’s work, he can take the day off and go and work somewhere else, because we are really doing his work for him. We have some of that going on right now at VCBC.  

Instead, we need to find the words and actions that make for peace, that build into the kingdom community, that strengthen kingdom relationships. 
Final question
IV. - AT VCBC – DO WE HAVE TO AGREE ON EVERYTHING?

Paul says to us “We must accept the fact that in any group of people, and among committed Christians, there are honest alternatives.” Someone may come to an honest and thoughtful conviction about something, and someone else, who is equally as sincere and spiritual, comes to the opposite opinion.  We need the maturity to handle that. 
There is no intrinsic value in some things, they are not good or bad in themselves. 

Verse 5

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.

It is so easy for us to define what it means to be spiritual, to accept people because they act and behave just like us, then we make conformity the basis for acceptance.  That is called legalism. 

We meet one another at the foot of the cross where the ground is level. 
Ephesians 4 – 7 unities -- 

4 There is one body and one Spirit-- just as you were called to one hope when you were called--

5 one Lord, one faith, one baptism;

6 one God and Father of all, who is over all and through all and in all

This is both the minimum and the maximum ground for acceptance, we cannot have less and we must not demand more. 
But note verse 3 -- Make every effort to keep the unity of the Spirit through the bond of peace.

This is what we are responsible for and what we need to work at.  What can I do to build into the unity and ministry of the Church? 
The stronger we hold the essentials and core issues at the centre, the more we allow diversity in other things, the weaker our understanding of and our hold on essentials, the more we press for conformity on more minor issues. 
You may know the saying, 

In essentials – Unity

In other matters – Liberty

In all matters – Charity (love)

Because you are called to be a daughter or a son in the kingdom of God, and you are part of this kingdom community, coming to this table in a few minutes, how will God’s word today speak into your life? 

Is there something you need to stop doing – word or deed? 

Is there something you need to start doing – word or deed? 

We may have all kinds of differences, but here we are the church, here are the essentials -- 
There is one body and one Spirit, just as you were called to one hope when you were called. One Lord, one faith, one baptism; one God and Father of all, who is over all and through all and in all
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