
Armagh Baptist Church - Sunday 1st October 2017 
Baptist Core Values 5: 

Individual Liberty of Conscience 
(Romans 14:1-15:7) 

Introduction 
In this series on Baptist Principles, or Baptist Core Values: 
 

• We’ve looked at B – The Church is a Body of Believers. 

• We’ve looked at A – The Authority of Scripture. 

• We’ve looked at P – The Priesthood of All Believers. 

• We’ve looked at T – The first of Two Ordinances: Baptism. 
 
This morning we come to think about I – Individual Liberty of Conscience. 
 

The freedom that each one of us has as individual believers to make up our own 
minds on secondary matters of importance as far as certain practices are 
concerned. 
 
In many passages of Scripture such as Romans 12:9-18 for example we are 
urged as Christians to be united in love for one another.  
But to do what vs.17 & 18 says in practice is almost impossible!  
 
I believe that Romans chs.14 & 15 recognise that fact. It is almost impossible for 
Christians to live together in harmony and unity all of the time! - To always see eye 
to eye on every single matter.  
 
Why is that?  
 
* Well part of the reason is that the Devil is trying to cause the exact opposite to   

happen – for us all to fall out with each other in the church! 

 
* The second reason is that we still have our old sinful natures, even though we 

are now Christians. And part of the old sinful nature is that we tend to look at 
each other by our own standards and judge how that other person is doing as 
a Christian. To see if we are doing better than they are! 

 
Romans 14:1 has something to say to us here: 

“Accept him whose faith is weak,  
without passing judgement on disputable matters.” 

 
This is our subject for this morning:  
 

Dealing with the disputable matters, 
or allowing for individual liberty of conscience whenever Christians disagree. 

 
First of all we need to establish, what these disputable matters are… 

Two examples from the 1st Century are given: 
 
1. Eating meat that had been sacrificed to an idol, or not. (v.2) 
 
 The meat in those days was usually sacrificed to a false god / idol in a pagan    

Temple, before it was then sold in the market place. (See 1 Corinthians 8). 
 
* Some Christians felt they couldn’t eat it, because of this, so they ate only   

vegetables! (v.2) 
 
* Other Christians thought that idols were “no-gods” at all, so nothing magical or  

superstitious had happened to the meat, so they felt they could go ahead and 
eat it anyway. “His faith allowed him to eat everything.” (v.2). 

 
2. The keeping of holy days, or not. (v.5) 
 
*  Some Christians in those days were very particular in observing special holy 

days. e.g. Converted Jews might still keep the Sabbath, New Moon Festivals, 
The Day of Atonement, The Feast of the Passover, etc. as special. 

 
* Whereas converted Gentiles hadn’t observed such days before they got 

saved, and since those days aren’t so important in the New Testament, they 
didn’t feel they had to keep them special now that they were saved. 

 
Modern Day equivalents: 
 
* Should a Christian drink alcohol or not? Compare this to the eating of 

meat, or not. - Some Christians say ‘no way, not at all!’ 
    - Others say, ‘yes, but only in moderation.’ 
 Now on the basis that Scripture is our Final Authority in all matters of faith and 

practice, I can’t stand before you this morning and say, ‘Thou shalt not drink 
alcohol!’ because the Bible doesn’t say that. 

 What I can say on the Authority of Scripture is this: ‘Do not get drunk with 
wine, which leads to debauchery, instead be filled with the Spirit!’ (Eph 5:18). 

 
 I could also point you to an O.T. passage of Scripture that warns against the 

dangers of drunkenness (Proverbs 23:29-35):  
 ‘Who has woe? Who has sorrow? Who has strife? Who has complaints?   

Who has needless bruises? Who has bloodshot eyes?                                   
Those who linger over wine, who go to sample bowls of mixed wine.             
Do not gaze at wine when it is red, when it sparkles in the cup, when it goes 
down smoothly! In the end it bites like a snake and poisons like a viper.         
Your eyes will see strange sights and your mind imagine confusing things. 
You will be like one sleeping on the high seas, lying on top of the rigging. 
“They hit me,” you will say, “but I’m not hurt! They beat me, but I don’t feel it! 
When will I wake up so I can find another drink?” (The craving of an alcoholic). 



– That’s a picture of what it’s like to be drunk. And it’s found in the book of 
wisdom – the Book of Proverbs. So we’d be wise to avoid it, wouldn’t we? 
 

– Also, as we will see before we finish this morning, the argument of being 
an example to others, i.e. especially Christian leaders being an example to 
‘the weaker brother’ coming after us, looking to us for an example in their 
Christian life, to me is the biggest argument for not touching it at all! 

 
* How should a Christian observe Sunday? 
  - Some see it as a New Testament Sabbath, and keep it very strictly.  
  e.g. No work, no sport, no recreation, no TV etc. 
  - Others see it as a day of worship, but after that they feel free to do any of 
  these things that they would do any other day of the week.  
 
Now I wouldn’t be a strict sabbatarian, but I do feel that the more we find ourselves 
in the second category, just doing as we like the rest of the day, after we’ve been 
to church on Sunday morning, the more our Sunday night services are struggling. 
Maybe we do need to ask ourselves the question: ‘Are we really giving God one 
day in seven, or have we squeezed Him out to only one hour in our week?  
- Is God not worth more than that to us? 
 
Having said all that, I hope you can see that, both then, and now, these are 
secondary issues that Paul is talking about here. I call them secondary issues 
because the core message of the Gospel is not at stake. If the Gospel was at 
stake, Paul would fight for it, he’d insist on it (See Jude vs.3-4 or Rom.1:15-17).  
But in these disputable matters (as Paul calls them) no major Gospel doctrine is 
at stake, so Paul allows for freedom or Individual Liberty of Conscience. 
 
So unless the Bible explicitly states that we should or should not do something as 
a Christian (i.e. is black and white about it) then we have a considerable amount of  
freedom to make up our own minds on such matters before the Lord.  
But we should use the principles laid down in the Bible to help us to come to our 
decision or our own personal convictions about such matters. 
 
So what Paul is dealing with in Romans 14-15 is how we as Christians treat other 
Christians who differ from us on these secondary issues. Do we fall out with them? 
Break fellowship with them? Refuse to speak to them? 
  
 “Or do we agree to differ without being disagreeable?” 
 
It was St. Augustine, who lived in North Africa around 500 AD, who said,  

“In Essentials - Unity, In Non-essentials - Liberty, In all things - Charity!” 
 

So the issues in Romans 14 about meat and holy days don’t apply directly to us 
today in Ireland, but the principles outlined for us here are important, so let’s 
identify them: 

1. Why do these differences of opinion arise among Christians? (vs.1-2) 
 
(Ch.14:1) Some have a weaker faith than others.  
(Ch.15:1) Some have a stronger faith. 
 
But who’s who? Who are the weak and who are the strong?  
 
For Paul, someone who is weak in their faith is someone who is bound by rules 
and regulations or traditions (ch.14:2).  
 
Whereas, for Paul someone who is strong in their faith realises he has freedom 
to decide these matters for himself, and therefore is not so traditional or legalistic 
about them. 
 
Perhaps this is the opposite of what we would have expected Paul to say!? 
 
2.    Who are we answerable to regarding these side issues? (vs.9-12) 
 
(v.10) “We will all stand before God’s Judgement Seat.” 
(v.11) “Every knee will bow before Him.” 
(v.12) “So then, each of us will give an account of himself to God.” 
 
So on these secondary issues, or disputable matters, you are not answerable to 
me, and I am not answerable to you. But you and I are both answerable directly to 
God as our Lord. And one day we will give an account of what we did, what we 
decided, and why we did it – to Him alone! 
 
3.    So each of us needs to keep a clear conscience before the Lord (vs.5-8) 
 
 (v.5) “Each one should be fully convinced in his own mind.” 
 
In other words, think things through for yourself.  
Don’t just go with the crowd, or follow traditions blindly. God has given you a mind 
and a conscience to think things through for yourself, so do it!  
 
But notice vs.5 & 6: 
* It might be that you will come to the conclusion to keep that holy day special.  
 If that’s your decision before the Lord, and you have a clear conscience about 

it, then that’s fine.  
 
* But it might be you’ll decide that every day has been given to you by the Lord, 

that every day should be lived for him, so you’ll treat every day the same and 
seek to live for him just the same every day.   

 If that’s your decision before the Lord and you have a clear conscience about 
it, then that’s fine for you! But ‘Let us not give up meeting together, as some 
are in the habit of doing, but let us encourage one another...’ (Hebrews 10:25). 



So it’s possible we could have two Christians behaving in two different ways, but in 
God’s eyes both are doing O.K. They’re still united in Christ, but before the Lord 
they are doing the right thing, even though they’re doing different things!  
 
Do you see the measure of freedom and liberty that God allows? We’re not clones! 
We are individuals who are free to be guided by God’s Word, and our relationship 
with Christ in these disputable matters.  
 
That doesn’t mean we are free to ignore the 10 Commandments, or issues that 
affect the Gospel itself – They are not secondary issues – It’s secondary issues 
we’re talking about today, that we’re free to exercise liberty of conscience on. 
 
4.    We’re not allowed to pass judgement on others in disputable matters. 
  
(v.1) Accept each other, without passing judgement on side issues. 
(v.3) Be careful not to look down on those who think / behave differently to you, 
but are believers in Christ as their Lord and Saviour. 
(v.3b) Don’t condemn those who partake / participate, whenever you, yourself feel 
you should refrain / abstain because of your conscience. 
(v.3c) If God has accepted that other believer, then so should you and I. 
(v.4) “Who are you to judge someone else’s servant?” 
 “To his own master he stands or falls!” 
 
Illustration: If someone works for “Sainsburys”, the Manager of “Tescos” has no 
right to go in and complain about how he or she is doing their work.  
If somebody works for “Tescos” the manager of “Sainsburys” has no right to hold 
that person accountable.  
 
Likewise, each believer’s boss is Jesus. He is their Lord and Saviour.  
You and I have no right to judge the Lord’s servant, on these disputable matters. 
 
We should be concentrating on sorting out our own behaviour before the Lord! 
 
5.  Warning – We need to be careful in the exercise of our liberty, that we 

don’t become a stumbling block for a weaker believer (vs.13-18). 

 
Example (vs.13-15a): – Causing him distress (v.15). Provoking him to speak evil of 
you (v.16). Don’t ever let these side issues become the main focus of attention.  
 
There are more important things in the Kingdom of God, e.g. 
 
 Love between brothers – should be what governs our behaviour. (v.15). 
 Righteousness, peace, joy in the Holy Spirit. (v.17). 
 Sometimes you have to curtail your freedom for the sake of harmony. (v.18). 
 If you do curtail your liberty for the sake of a weaker brother, you are pleasing 

to God, serving Christ, and approved by men. (v.18). 

6.    Let peace and mutual edification be your guide (vs.19-21) 
 
(v.19) If what I feel I can do with a clear conscience actually leads to conflict within 
the church, and with my fellow believers, then for the sake of peace and unity I 
should think again about my behaviour. 
 
(v.19b) If my behaviour, rather than building up my brothers and sisters in Christ in 
their faith, actually is leading them astray, or causing them real difficulties, then I 
should think again about what I feel I have the liberty to do.  
 
Why? (v.20) Lest I should destroy the work of God over something minor!  
The rule is (v.21) - Don’t do anything that causes someone else to stumble or fall. 
 
7.    As far as possible keep your convictions between you & God (vs.22-23) 
 
It’s important, as v.5 says, that each believer holds his own personal convictions 
on these side issues – We should think things through, and not just behave 
carelessly or thoughtlessly.  
 
But according to v.22, as far as possible we should hold such minor convictions 
privately. In other words, don’t go around trying to force your personal convictions / 
opinions on everybody else – trying to get everybody else to see things your way!  
 
(v.23) Concentrate on yourself and don’t go against your own personal beliefs or 
convictions – “That would be sin”. (v.23). 
 
8.    Make every effort to keep the Unity of the Spirit in the bond of peace.  
 (Romans 15:1-7, See Ephesians 4:3) 
 
Our goal should not be just to selfishly please ourselves as believers.                 
We should take others’ feelings and convictions into consideration.  

(15:1) We shouldn’t flaunt our liberty if it is going to cause offence to other 
believers with more scruples and weaker consciences than us. We should aim as 
born again Christians to live in unity and harmony. But that doesn’t mean we’re 
uniform and living like clones. There are differences and diversity – That’s healthy!  

It’s how we handle those differences that counts!                                                       
So that it doesn’t lead to unnecessary division and disputes! 

CONCLUSION.  

A good Motto for us in this matter would be 1 Corinthians 6:12. 

“Everything is permissible for me” – But not everything is beneficial. 
“Everything is permissible for me” – But I will not be mastered by anything.’ 

I want to stress again that Paul has been dealing with secondary / minor / side 
issues – “the grey areas of Scripture.” The disputable matters as he calls them. 



Where the Bible is not black and white on something, we can’t afford to be either. 
“Don’t go beyond what is written!” – We believe in the Final Authority of Scripture. 

But the Bible is black and white on what the Gospel is, as the earlier chapters of 
Romans teach us clearly. So there can be no room for compromise on Gospel 
issues – it’s only on Secondary issues, disputable matters, that we believe there is 
Individual Liberty of Conscience.  

As Baptists we believe in Individual Liberty of Conscience. 

We need to remember: 

‘Each one of us will give an account of himself (or herself) to God.’ (14:12) 

 

 
 
 
 


