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Sermon by Pastor Dan Britts

“Extending Grace To Others” (Romans 14)

Intro: “To Tell The Truth” game show

All three of our contestants are committed Christians; they each have a personal relationship with Jesus Christ.  And as we have heard this morning, at least in our show, they have some very different views, opinions, and practices.

If we were to ask each of you the same questions, I would imagine we would get lots of different responses—

-By the way, what would you do if your teenager came home with purple hair and a nose ring?

-What kind of music do you listen to?  I would have said the oldies on “Cool 101” or KFRC, because that’s “real” music.

While we may personally disagree with some of the opinions and practices expressed, are we willing to allow other Christians the freedom to make their own decisions?  Are we willing to give grace, which God so freely has given to us, to those with whom we differ?  It seems to me that we tend to be big on declaring grace but not so big on sharing grace.  We like to repeat Paul’s words, “for by grace you have been saved through faith”, while ignoring Paul’s words, which say “let your conversation be full of grace, seasoned with salt, so that you may know how to answer everyone”.

A.  Hindrances To Extending Grace To Others

Many of us have difficulty extending grace, just letting others be because of two very strong human tendencies.

1.  The Tendency To Compare

  First, the tendency to compare—to compare ourselves with other people and to compare other people with other people.  For some reason we are uneasy with differences.  If you look around the average Jr. High campus you will see that everyone pretty much dresses in the same way.  No one wants to stand out as being different (with some exceptions of course).  This is true in Christian circles as well.  We have “acceptable norms”, but heaven help the poor soul who steps beyond those norms.  

But the church is not intended to turn out cookie-cutter Christians on an assembly line.  We don’t all have to look alike and sound alike.  You are the only one who ought to be you.  I’m the only I who ought to be me.  If you have more than one child, you know they are frequently very different from one another; let them be different.  Some may be kind of dreamy, artsy/craftsy, and less organized.  Others may be kind of structured; they may even make their bed everyday.  One in every four million children make their bed.  If you have one of those, let them make their bed (and tell the rest of us what it’s like).  Some children are into sports; others are into music; and others are into computer games.  Unfortunately, as parents, we sometimes compare our children with one another and try to get them to do the same things, often forcing them to be something they were never meant to be.  Unfortunately, in the body of Christ, we sometimes do the same thing—trying to get everyone to do and say the same things, in the same way, forcing them to be something they were never intended to be.  This tendency to compare and get everyone to fit certain “acceptable norms” hinders the extending of grace.

2.  The Tendency To Control

In addition to the tendency to compare is secondly, the tendency to control.  This is well-illustrated by a Peanuts comic strip:

Linus is sitting alone, watching television.  In storms Lucy, demanding that he change the channel to the one she wants to watch, threatening him with her fat little fist in his face.  Rather meekly he asks, “what makes you think you can walk in and take over?”  She blurts out:  “These five fingers!”, which she tighten into a fist.  It works.  Linus asks: “Which channel do you want?”  Naturally she gets to watch any channel she wants.  Slowly, he slips out of the room, feeling like a wimp.  He looks at his own five fingers and asks, “Why can’t you guys get organized like that?”

There are a lot of Lucys walking around in homes, schools, offices, and churches trying to tell others what to do and how to do it, and what’s going to happen to you if you don’t do it their way and according to their time table.  And there are a lot of Linuses walking around with their heads down who are pretty discouraged with the way things are but don’t see any way to change them.  They would like nothing better than to be able to relax and be themselves and have the freedom to do their part to help in the home or the school or the office or the church.  But it’s pretty tough when you don’t feel appreciated and when you feel like people are trying to control you and manipulate you.  We either find ourselves withdrawing like Linus, or going on the attack against them.  The last thing we feel like doing is extending grace to others, especially to the Lucys in our lives.  And the Lucys, who are used to getting their own way, normally don’t have a clue about extending grace to anyone.  

Well, enough about things that hinder grace.  What can we do to promote the extending of grace to others?

Read Romans 14:1-21

The hot taboo in those days was the eating of meat offered to idols.  Only a portion of the meat was used for a sacrifice; the rest of it was cut up and sold at the marketplace.  Some Christians felt the freedom to buy the meat and eat it (viewing that meat is meat and there is no distinction), while others thought it was wrong (viewing it as associating with idol worship).  The meat eaters and non-meat eaters couldn’t agree and were at each others’ throats.

Chuck Swindoll notes from Romans 14 four very practical 

B. Guidelines For Extending Grace To Others
Guideline #1: Accepting others is basic to letting them be (vv.1-4) 

The problem was not a meat problem.  It was a love problem, an acceptance problem.  It still is. Paul says, “accept one another.”  The non-meat eaters are told to accept and not judge those who ate.  And the meat-eaters are told to accept and not look down on those who didn’t eat meat.  Whatever side of the issue they were on, they were told to accept one another.  All of this is fairly easy to swallow as along as I stay on the issue of eating meat offered to idols.  That one is safe because it is isn’t a current controversial issue, unless perhaps you are a vegetarian.

  But what about those who may disagree with you about whether it is acceptable for Christians to drink beer or wine, to watch R-rated movies, to skip church in order to play in a soccer game, to not have a quiet time everyday, to not attend prayer meeting, to get a tattoo, to have a facelift, or to dye your hair purple (assuming you have hair), and a thousand other things you don’t want to hear about.

My son told me a funny story from Mt. Hermon camp where he was counseling a few summers ago.  A 5th grader was surprised by something she saw in her counselor’s suitcase and she gasped: “Christians can’t wear black underwear!”  (I wasn’t aware of that, were you?)  If we’re willing to laugh at that one, why don’t we laugh at the things on our list of taboos?  You may be asking, what in the world is all this about?  Let me give it to you straight.  Don’t give me your personal list of do’s and don’ts to live by!  And I will not give you mine.  Being free means you have no reason whatsoever to agree with my personal list; nor should you look down on me because it isn’t exactly like yours.  It is called living by grace…it is called extending grace to others.  

Now you may say, “Well what if we find a list in Scripture?”  That is a very different issue! That’s not my list; it’s not your list; it’s God’s list.  God’s list is to be obeyed without hesitation or question.  That’s an inspired list for all of us to follow, not someone’s personal list.  But with things that aren’t specified in Scripture, it’s a matter of one’s personal choices or convictions.  One person’s choices or convictions are just as valid as yours or mine.  It is our role to accept them.  Acceptance is basic to letting others be—to extending grace.

Guideline #2: Refusing to dictate to others allows the Lord freedom to direct their lives. (vv. 5-6)

End of v.5 says, “Each one should be fully convinced in his own mind”.

Let’s give people room to make up their own minds.  The Lord is perfectly able to direct them.  That relieves us from having to be another person’s conscience. They don’t need us to be the Holy Spirit in their lives or the guilt patrol.   It is our job to accept others; it is God’s job to direct them.  

Since I am a brother in the same family, I may warn you of the harm it may cause you to make a certain choice, but grace means I take hands off and give you the freedom to choose.  God is quite capable of guiding you.  He will lead some to live one kind of lifestyle and others to live another.  He will direct some to raise their children through home-schooling and others to raise their children through public school.  We have the freedom to do whichever.  Some may live in a big house, others in a smaller house. Let’s let people make their own choices.  Let’s uphold each other’s right to have different opinions, convictions, and preferences.

When we stop dictating to others, it is easier for them to follow the Lord’s leading.  Look at verse 10-12 as we consider a third guideline.

Guideline #3: Judging others means we assume a position we’re not qualified to fill. (vv.10-12)

We’re all going to be standing before God’s judgment seat; who are we to judge someone else?  We ourselves are inconsistent.  We are unable to read another person’s motives.  We find it hard to be totally objective.  We lack the “big picture.”   We live with blind spots that blur our perspective.  We don’t know all the facts. How often have we jumped to the wrong conclusions, made judgmental statements, only to find out later how off base and insensitive we were?

Stephen Covey, in his book The Seven Habits of Highly Effective People,  tells of an experience he had on a New York subway.

 “People were sitting quietly—some reading newspapers, some lost in thought, some resting with their eyes closed.  It was a calm, peaceful scene.  Then suddenly, a man and his children entered the subway car.  The children were yelling back and forth, throwing things, even grabbing people’s papers.  It was very disturbing.  And yet, the man sitting next to me did nothing.  It was difficult not to feel irritated. I could not believe that he could be so insensitive as to let his children run wild like that and do nothing about it, taking no responsibility at all.  It was easy to see that everyone else on the subway felt irritated, too. So finally, with what I felt was unusual patience and restraint, I turned to him and said, “Sir, your children are really disturbing a lot of people.  I wonder if you couldn’t control them a little bit more?”  The man lifted his gaze as if to come to a consciousness of the situation for the first time and said softly, “ Oh, you’re right.  I guess I should do something about it.  We just came from the hospital where their mother died about an hour ago.  I don’t know what to think, and I guess they don’t know how to handle it either.” 

Most of the time we don’t know all the facts either; we don’t know what is really going on inside of people; we don’t know what pain and suffering they may be experiencing; so let’s be careful about jumping to wrong conclusions and judging others.

There is one more guideline that grows out of the next few verses.

Guideline #4:  Loving others requires us to express our freedom of choice wisely.

This is not saying that we don’t have freedom to make our own choices, but rather that we voluntarily choose to limit our freedom at times for the sake of others.  I  was thinking about this when I was running with my running club on a Saturday morning.  There is a fast group, a medium speed group, and a slow group.  I am in the slow group.  But even in the slow group itself, there is a vast difference in paces (speeds) which people feel comfortable running.  To run as a group, to run in a pack, which is a lot easier and more fun than running on your own, either the faster runners have to run slower than what they would normally choose to do or the slower runners have to run faster than they would normally choose to do. I think it is easier for the faster runners to slow down than it is for us slower runners to speed up.  I am thankful that on that particular Saturday the faster runners chose to slow down for the benefit of us slower runners.  They didn’t have to, but they did.  If they hadn’t, it would be dumb for me to get mad at them because after all it is their choice.  And besides, I could always choose to try to run faster to stay up with them.  Of course, that would be really dumb because I would probably crash and burn and not be able to finish the course. (
Likewise in the Christian life,  we don’t have to always try to run as fast as we can and always try to win. We have freedom to make our own choices, but for the benefit of others we may at times voluntarily choose to back off and slow down and not exercise all of our freedoms.  Not because we have to, not because someone is telling us we should, but simply out of love for our brothers and sisters.  Loving others means expressing our freedom of choice wisely.  Listen to this paraphrase of verses 13-17:

  “Nothing that is not specifically designated as evil in Scripture is evil--but rather a matter of one’s personal preference or taste.  So let it be.  Even if you personally would not do what another is doing, let it be.  And you who feel the freedom to do so, don’t flaunt it or mock those who disagree.  We are in the construction business, not destruction.  And let’s all remember that God’s big-picture kingdom plan is not being shaped by small things like what one person prefers over another, but by large things, like righteousness and peace and joy.”

Righteousness, peace and joy--those are the important things—and that is why we need to express our freedom wisely, not judge one another, not dictate to one another, but rather, accept one another and be willing to let others be and be willing to let go of controlling one another.

For most of us, letting people we care about go isn’t easy.  The thought of letting them possibly fail or fall is extremely difficult for us, but God in His grace gives us the freedom to fail virtually everyday of our lives.  Extending His grace requires letting go of others.

I would like to close by reading a poem called “Letting Go”.

To let go doesn’t mean to stop caring,


It means I can’t do it for someone else.

To let go is not to cut myself off,


It’s the realization that I can’t control another.

To let go is not to enable,


But to allow learning from natural consequences.

To let go is to admit powerlessness,


Which means the outcome is not in my hands.

To let go is not to try to change or blame another,


I can only change myself.

To let go is not to fix,


But to be supportive.

To let go is not to judge,


But to allow another to be a human being.

To let go is not to be in the middle arranging all the outcomes,


But to allow others to effect their own outcomes.

To let go is not to deny,


But to accept.

To let go is not to nag, scold, or argue,


But to search out my own shortcomings and to correct them.

To let go is not to adjust everything to my desires,


But to take each day as it comes.

To let go is not to criticize and regulate anyone,


But to try to become what dream I can be.

To let go is not to regret the past, 


But to grow and live for the future.

To let go is to fear less and love more!

Closing Prayer

Thank You Father for your grace and love.  Help us to extend your grace and love to others so that people “will know we are Christians by your love.”

