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Lesson 1: The Runners 
 

Sinful Man and the Sinless Christ 
 
 
INTRODUCTION 
 
“Running the Race” is a 10-lesson study on the book of Romans. Now, many people shy away 
from the book of Romans because they think it’s too “deep.” Too heavy on the theology stuff. 
Too hard to understand.  
 
But it’s not. Romans is an incredibly practical book. You could spend your entire life studying it 
and keep on getting insights out of it for daily life and living. This course approaches the book 
from the standpoint of the life we live in Christ. Each lesson will look at a separate aspect of 
running this race that we’re all in – and will take us from the starting block to the finish line, 
covering each step of the way. 
 
As a side note, please bear in mind that this course is a thematic study of Romans: we will not go 
consecutively through the book chapter by chapter. The reason for this is because the same ideas 
are often dealt with in separate chapters. So in order to address each topic fully, we will often be 
looking at passages from several different places.  
 
 
SINFUL MAN 
 
So let’s begin. This lesson sets up the race … “The Runners: Sinful Man and the Sinless Christ.” 
 
The Presence of Sin 
 
We begin with who we are. And the reason we begin here is because it’s important to know who 
we are, and what we’ve been saved from. If we don’t understand that, we won’t grasp the 
incredible nature of the life we now have in Christ.   
 
Romans is very clear on this point of who we are and where we start in life. Romans 3:23 states 
the case clearly: “For all have sinned and fall short of the glory of God.” The thought is repeated 
several times throughout the book, including in Romans 3:9, “We have already made the charge 
that Jews and Gentiles alike are all under sin.” 
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× All have sinned. Everyone. But a lot of people don’t think they’re sinners. What are some of 
the reasons they give? (i.e., “Compared to Adolf Hitler, I’m a saint!”) 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Perhaps at one point you didn’t consider yourself to be a sinner. Certainly, this is one of the 
barriers we’re up against as we try to spread the gospel … people often simply do not see 
themselves as sinners.  
 
× How would you explain to someone that they are a sinner if they hold to one of the beliefs 

we just noted above? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
The Path of Sin 
 
Now, in addition to recognizing that we are sinners, it’s important to looks at how sin progresses. 
The path it takes. First, because it gives us a better understanding of the history of the human 
race; and second, because it’s still how sin works in us today.  
 
We knew the truth. 
 
The place to start is to realize that mankind – and you and I – know the truth. Romans 1:19-20 
makes that very clear: “since what may be known about God is plain to them, because God has 
made it plain to them. For since the creation of the world God's invisible qualities – his eternal 
power and divine nature – have been clearly seen, being understood from what has been made, 
so that men are without excuse.” 
 
This is very interesting: God made the truth known to everyone through the creation. The one 
“book” that everyone could read. The created universe is known as “general revelation.” From it, 
we can know some very general things about God. The Bible is known as “special revelation.” 
From it, we can learn some very specific things about God.  
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What can we learn from the creation? Romans 1:20 lists just two qualities: God’s eternal power, 
and his divine nature. From creation, we can’t know his plan of salvation, we can’t know that he 
will provide for all our needs, we don’t even know much about his character as a loving God. 
But we all can see two things very clearly from the universe around us, from the most distant 
quasar to the spider spinning its web in our garden: first, God is very powerful to have created all 
this; and second, he is above it all – divine – since he did create it all.  
 
What is the obvious course of action for weak, created beings when faced with a powerful, 
divine God? It should be worship. Possibly worship from fear, possibly worship from love, but 
worship, nevertheless.  
 
This completely trashes the idea that people have that “I didn’t know any better.” Romans says 
clearly: we all knew better. We all knew the truth.  
 
We denied the truth.  
 
Having established that man knew he should worship God, based – if upon nothing else – upon 
the evidence of his power and divinity displayed in nature, Paul next moves on to point out the 
progression of sin: we denied the truth.  
 
We knew the truth, but we denied the truth. Romans 1:21 states, “For although they knew God, 
they neither glorified him as God nor gave thanks to him, but their thinking became futile and 
their foolish hearts were darkened.” 
 
We refused to worship. We refused to give thanks.  
 
× Why would we deny the truth? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Now look at the result – our thinking became futile – useless, pointless, and purposeless – and 
our hearts became foolish and dark. Refusal to worship and glorify God will always result in 
futility in thought, mind, and action.  
 
We exchanged the truth.  
 
Finally, we exchanged the truth. Romans 1:22-23 and 25 reads, “Although they claimed to be 
wise, they became fools and exchanged the glory of the immortal God for images made to look 
like mortal man and birds and animals and reptiles …. They exchanged the truth of God for a lie, 
and worshiped and served created things rather than the Creator – who is forever praised.” 
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We exchanged the truth for a lie. We knew the truth, but we denied it. But there is, as Pascal said 
long ago, a “God-shaped vacuum” in each of us. If we won’t fill it with God, we will attempt to 
fill it with something else … usually with something we think we can control or manipulate. 
Something that will give us “what we want” and cater to our pride. 
 
But everything else is created – they “worshiped and served created things rather than the 
Creator” – therefore, everything else is less than God. And because it is less than God, it will 
never fill that hole inside.  
 
We have the progression here: we knew the truth, we denied the truth, we exchanged the truth. 
We exchanged it for things that are less than God, and that therefore do not satisfy. That is the 
path that sin takes. Which returns us to the point we made a moment ago: refusing to worship 
and glorify God results in futility.  
 
× What are some of the things people attempt to fill their lives with instead of God? Why are 

they futile as ends in themselves? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  
Do we as Christians still fall prey to this type of futile thinking? Sometimes, yes. Though we 
have accepted Christ as Lord, we still need to die to self daily. And we fall for the same reason: 
we know the truth, but we deny it and exchange it for a lie … the lie that we need something 
other than God to satisfy us.  
 
 
The Extent of Sin 
 
It’s appropriate at this point to examine an extensive list that Paul gives of what sin looks like. 
The list is given, I think, for two reason: to drive home the seriousness of sin, and to drive home 
that we are all sinners … because we’ve all fallen in at least one of these areas.  
 
He begins with sexual immorality. In Romans 1:24 and 26-27 it reads, “Therefore God gave 
them over in the sinful desires of their hearts to sexual impurity for the degrading of their bodies 
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with one another …. Because of this, God gave them over to shameful lusts. Even their women 
exchanged natural relations for unnatural ones. In the same way the men also abandoned natural 
relations with women and were inflamed with lust for one another. Men committed indecent acts 
with other men, and received in themselves the due penalty for their perversion.” 
 
I find it interesting that Paul begins with sexual immorality. In fact, after discussing that men 
knew, denied, and exchanged the truth, it says, “Therefore God gave them over in the sinful 
desires of their hearts to sexual impurity …” Therefore. You may have heard it said that a 
“therefore” is “there for” something.  
 
Sexual immorality is a direct and immediate consequence of turning away from God and 
worshipping something less than God. We see one of the reasons for this in I Corinthians 6:18-
20: “Flee from sexual immorality. All other sins a man commits are outside his body, but he who 
sins sexually sins against his own body. Do you not know that your body is a temple of the Holy 
Spirit, who is in you, whom you have received from God? You are not your own; you were 
bought at a price. Therefore honor God with your body.” 
 
There’s something very precious about our bodies, and something very holy about sex. After all, 
the marriage union is supposed to be a picture of the union between Christ and the Church. It is 
intimate, unique, holy, and special. It is not surprising, then, that that is where sin attacks first 
and hardest when we turn away from God. 
 
But Paul doesn’t stop there. In Romans 1:28-32, he gives a litany that leaves no room for doubt 
as to the character and extent of sin: “Furthermore, since they did not think it worthwhile to 
retain the knowledge of God, he gave them over to a depraved mind, to do what ought not to be 
done. They have become filled with every kind of wickedness, evil, greed and depravity. They 
are full of envy, murder, strife, deceit and malice. They are gossips, slanderers, God-haters, 
insolent, arrogant and boastful; they invent ways of doing evil; they disobey their parents; they 
are senseless, faithless, heartless, ruthless. Although they know God's righteous decree that those 
who do such things deserve death, they not only continue to do these very things but also 
approve of those who practice them.” 
 
There are many points we could derive out of this list, but let’s look at just one: Paul puts envy 
and gossiping right next to murder. The reason? Sin is sin is sin. It is all terrible, because it all 
separates you from God. In James 2:10-11 it reads, “For whoever keeps the whole law and yet 
stumbles at just one point is guilty of breaking all of it. For he who said, ‘Do not commit 
adultery,’ also said, ‘Do not murder.’ If you do not commit adultery but do commit murder, you 
have become a lawbreaker.”  
 
We tend to categorize sins into “big” sins and “little” sins … and somehow think that a life of 
little sins won’t separate us from God. But that is not what Paul says here, or what James says as 
we just read.  
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Let me quote for a moment from one of the books I wrote called Wasteland (available at 
www.SinkYourRoots.com). In this passage, the narrator, who is himself a murderer, is speaking 
on the subject of sin:  
 

In the social structure and order that I hope you enjoy, it is easy to feel contempt and 
embarrassment when the mention of sin is made. Sin is a gross term. An ugly one. We 
prefer to label it, “Freedom of choice.” “Alternative lifestyles.” “Situational ethics.” 
“Tolerance.” It’s fine to label a murderer as a murderer—unless, of course, that murderer 
holds political office, or is an upstanding citizen, or a savvy lawyer. Then it is a matter of 
“extenuating circumstances,” and at best, “manslaughter,” or preferably “temporary 
insanity.”  
 
But to define wrong as sin, and to use images such as leprosy in order to convey it—that 
is a social faux pas of the first order. But that, too, is the first symptom of sin: for just as 
leprosy destroys nerve-endings so that the victim is not aware of decaying and wounded 
and rotting flesh, so also sin deadens our senses so that we are unaware of our decaying 
and wounded and rotting souls.  
 
We throw a thousand excuses at sin. We claim that our dysfunctional families and society 
made us what we are. We agree that if it feels good, and doesn’t hurt anyone, it can’t be 
wrong. We affirm that if the end is good, any means is justified in attaining it.  
 
But this is all hypocrisy and self-justification. Just as we claim that there are little sins 
and big ones. For if murder is the destruction of the body, isn’t gossip the destruction of 
trust? Slander the destruction of relationships? Adultery the destruction of fidelity? Isn’t 
anger as sharp a blow as physical abuse, and isn’t gluttony as much an orgy as 
alcoholism? And for the passive sins—isn’t sloth the killer of ingenuity? Pride the 
hammer-blow to equality? Envy the destroyer of peace?  

 
From that quote, we see clearly that sin isn’t something to be casual about. Any sin. From gossip 
to murder, it all separates us from a holy God.  
 
× Do you tend to classify sins in your head? If so, how do you classify them?  
 
 
 
 
 
× What sins do you tend to excuse in yourself? In others? Why? 
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× What are some of the sins you fall prey to most easily? Why? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
The Consequence of Sin 
 
Which leads us to our next points: What does God think about us and our sin?  
 
Romans 1:18 pulls no punches: “The wrath of God is being revealed from heaven against all the 
godlessness and wickedness of men who suppress the truth by their wickedness.” Romans 2:5-6 
follows up this point, “But because of your stubbornness and your unrepentant heart, you are 
storing up wrath against yourself for the day of God's wrath, when his righteous judgment will be 
revealed. God ‘will give to each person according to what he has done.’” 
 
Wrath and judgement. That is the consequence of our sin. That is why we need to take it 
seriously. That is why we must, every day, put God first to avoid exchanging the truth of God for 
a lie.  
 
× Are people comfortable talking about the wrath and judgment of God? Why or why not? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
× Why is it important to talk about God’s wrath and judgment when sharing the gospel of 

Christ?  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Fortunately, wrath and judgement are only part of what God thinks about us and our sin. The 
other part is found hinted at in Romans 2:3-4, “So when you, a mere man, pass judgment on 
them and yet do the same things, do you think you will escape God's judgment? Or do you show 
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contempt for the riches of his kindness, tolerance and patience, not realizing that God's kindness 
leads you toward repentance?” 
 
We see here that God extends toward us kindness, tolerance, and patience … desiring our 
repentance. And that brings us, at last, to the other Runner in this race: the Sinless Christ. 
 
 
THE SINLESS CHRIST 
 
Christ is the reason we are in this race at all. Without him, we wouldn’t qualify to set foot on the 
starting line!  
 
Now, keep everything we’ve said up to this point in mind: we are sinners. All of us. We knew 
that God was worthy of worship, and we turned our backs on him. We tried to fill up the God-
vacuum inside us with things like fame, money, power, and sex. We fell into deep, pervasive sin, 
sin that touched every area of our lives. God, the holy God, was justly full of wrath against us, 
and had every right to mete out immediate and terrible judgement on us.  
 
But instead, he sent his own Son, Jesus Christ.  
 
 
The Timing of God  
 
First, look at the timing of God. Romans 5:6 says, “You see, at just the right time, when we were 
still powerless, Christ died for the ungodly.” 
 
God didn’t wait for us to try to get our act together … he knew that was impossible.  
 
He didn’t wait for us to seek him … he knew we wouldn’t.  
 
He didn’t wait for us to recognize our sinfulness … he knew we didn’t care.  
 
No, God sent Jesus when we were still ungodly and happy to be that way. That’s love.  
 
 
The Inclusivity of God 
 
Second, the inclusivity of God. If Romans 5:6 pays special attention to the “when,” then Romans 
5:7-8 emphasizes the “who”:  “Very rarely will anyone die for a righteous man, though for a 
good man someone might possibly dare to die. But God demonstrates his own love for us in this: 
While we were still sinners, Christ died for us.” 
 
He died for us while we were sinners. We were all in the same boat, and he died for everyone. 
I’m so glad that Paul took the time to point out that everyone was a sinner … because that means 
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that Christ died for all. He didn’t die for some special sub-group of people … Jews or Germans 
or whites or blacks or the rich or the poor. No, he died for sinners. We all qualify.  
 
× But let me ask … are we sometimes tempted to withhold the good news of what Jesus did 

from some people, because we think they’re not “worthy” of it? If so, who? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
× If you are having trouble loving some person or group of people, and don’t want to share the 

gospel with them, what can you do to overcome that attitude? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
On a side note, this point – that God saved me when I was a sinner – is tremendously 
encouraging to me, because I am often overwhelmed by my own sinfulness. Now. As a 
Christian. How refreshing to know that Christ died for me when I was completely unregenerate! 
If he loved me so much when I had no knowledge of him or love of him at all, how much more 
can I be confident that he loves me now, when I’m trying to follow him and obey him! 
 
 
The Generosity of God 
 
This brings us to the generosity of God. Romans 5:15-17 reads, “But the gift is not like the 
trespass. For if the many died by the trespass of the one man, how much more did God's grace 
and the gift that came by the grace of the one man, Jesus Christ, overflow to the many! Again, 
the gift of God is not like the result of the one man's sin: The judgment followed one sin and 
brought condemnation, but the gift followed many trespasses and brought justification. For if, by 
the trespass of the one man, death reigned through that one man, how much more will those who 
receive God's abundant provision of grace and of the gift of righteousness reign in life through 
the one man, Jesus Christ.” 
 
We see here that the abundance of God’s gift, his generosity, is expressed. This is no measly 
salvation! God is not miserly with his grace! Hear the words: grace … gift … overflow … 
abundant provision … life.  
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We were starving and he sat us down at a feast. 
We were homeless and he gave us a palace. 
We were naked and he clothed us in royal robes. 
We were poor and he bestowed on us riches without measure.  
We were dead … and he raised us to life! 
 
× What is your view of God? Do you truly understand and grasp his generosity, or do you have 

an image of him as harsh and miserly, a Judge with no mercy? Where did your view of God 
come from? Do you need to modify your view of God in light of this lesson?  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
The Power of God 
 
Next, it is important to stress here the power of God: he came at the right time, he came for the 
ungodly, he is magnificently generous … and he is absolutely powerful. Christ is all that is 
needed. All that we will ever need.  
 
Romans 5:18-19 puts it this way: “Consequently, just as the result of one trespass was 
condemnation for all men, so also the result of one act of righteousness was justification that 
brings life for all men. For just as through the disobedience of the one man the many were made 
sinners, so also through the obedience of the one man the many will be made righteous.” 
 
This is important because sometimes people think they are “too bad” for God to love them and 
forgive them. Paul squashes that thought completely: Christ is all in all. Christ’s obedience 
brings life to everyone. No one is left out. His sacrifice was complete for you and me.  
 
× Think of the “worst” person you know of: perhaps a terrorist you’ve heard of in the news, a 

despot who ruled at sometime in history, or a violent criminal. What is your reaction to 
realize that Christ died for them, and that if they were to believe at any time in their life, 
Christ’s death would make them righteous? Do you find that idea freeing, or somehow 
offensive? Why? 
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The Effectiveness of God 
 
Finally, Christ’s sacrifice was effective. Specifically, what was the effect? Romans 5 lists three 
points:  
 
First, we were justified. Romans 5:9 reads, “Since we have now been justified by his blood, how 
much more shall we be saved from God's wrath through him!”  
 
× What does it mean to be justified? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
But it’s important to remember always that God didn’t simply wipe a blackboard clean and dust 
off his hands. That would be ignoring the problem. No, we were bought with a price (I 
Corinthians 6:20). We were justified by his blood. This cost God his best and most precious – the 
life of his Son. But because Jesus was willing to pay that price, we could then be justified. 
 
Second, we were reconciled. Romans 5:10-11 states, “For if, when we were God's enemies, we 
were reconciled to him through the death of his Son, how much more, having been reconciled, 
shall we be saved through his life! Not only is this so, but we also rejoice in God through our 
Lord Jesus Christ, through whom we have now received reconciliation.” 
 
Think of this … we weren’t just ignorant folk who were introduced to God because we hadn’t 
known him before. No, we are described as “God’s enemies.” Sin does that. It sets us actively 
against the holy God. At war with him. Reconciliation isn’t an introduction … it’s a much 
stronger word than that. It implies a history of estrangement, adversity, and warfare – 
transformed by forgiveness and acceptance and trust into a love relationship.  
 
× Frequently, when we talk about the unsaved, we refer to them as “lost.” And that is true and 

accurate. But they are also “enemies of God.” That is also a true and accurate statement. How 
does that description make you feel? How does it make you feel to realize that you, too, were 
at one time an enemy of God? 
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Third, we were given eternal life. Romans 5:21 assures us that “so that, just as sin reigned in 
death, so also grace might reign through righteousness to bring eternal life through Jesus Christ 
our Lord.” 
 
Salvation isn’t just here and now grace … it’s a future of eternal joy with Jesus Christ. 
Christianity is a future-looking faith – a faith that has a hope that is so sure and steadfast that it 
can be reached out and touched: for our hope is in the Person of Jesus Christ.  
 
 
CONCLUSION 
 
In the next lesson, we’ll begin to run that race: we’ll look at the starting line – faith – and how 
we go about developing strength. But for now, let’s close with this exhortation from Hebrews 
12:1-2, “Therefore, since we are surrounded by such a great cloud of witnesses, let us throw off 
everything that hinders and the sin that so easily entangles, and let us run with perseverance the 
race marked out for us. Let us fix our eyes on Jesus, the author and perfecter of our faith, who for 
the joy set before him endured the cross, scorning its shame, and sat down at the right hand of 
the throne of God.”  
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Lesson 2: Developing Strength 
 

How Trials Form Our Character  
 

 
REVIEW 
 
In the first lesson, we looked at the runners in this race … at sinful man and the sinless Christ. 
We reviewed that we are sinners: we knew that God existed and should be worshipped but we 
refused to do so and rebelled against him, sinking into every kind of depravity. We then looked 
at how God sent his Son, Jesus Christ: at the right time, for all people, with the power to save, 
giving freely and abundantly, reconciling us to himself and giving us the hope of heaven.  
 
 
THE STARTING LINE  
 
This salvation is ours by faith as a gift of God through his grace. You might say that’s the 
starting line – righteousness by faith alone. That’s where we begin our long race – without it, 
we’re disqualified from even running! We see this clearly in Romans 5:1-2: “Therefore, since we 
have been justified through faith, we have peace with God through our Lord Jesus Christ, 
through whom we have gained access by faith into this grace in which we now stand. And we 

rejoice in the hope of the glory of God.” 
 
We are justified by faith. Let’s take a look at this point for a minute before going on to the main 
focus of the lesson today.  
 
× What are some things other than faith that people have tried – or are trying – to be saved by? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Not by Works 
 
The most common thing is trying to earn salvation by works. You hear that all the time – 
anytime someone says, “Sure I’m going to heaven … I’m a good person!” That means that 
they’re trying to be saved by works. Various world religions try that route, cults, philosophies … 
we all think we can do it on our own.  
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× What does Scripture say about that?   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Not by Race or Nationality or Family 
 
People also often think they can be saved because they are a certain race or nationality or family. 
For instance, the Germans were convinced that the Aryan race was the epitome of humanity, the 
Jews felt their nationality was their safeguard, and people all through time have assumed that 
because of their family, they’ll get to heaven … “Well, my father is a preacher” or the Pharisees’ 
“We have Abraham for our father.” 
 
× What does Scripture say about that?   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Not by Knowledge or Enlightenment 
 
Finally, people often think that they can earn salvation by being “enlightened.” The Gnostics of 
old and the New Agers of today are particularly keen on that. “I know something you don’t, 
therefore I’m saved and you’re not.”   
 
× What does Scripture say about that?  
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Salvation by Faith 
 
The Scripture says that we’re justified by faith alone. Not by works, not by race, not by 
knowledge.  
 
That is a tremendously reassuring statement, because it means salvation is open to everyone. It’s 
open to the worst sinners, because it’s not based on works. There’s no scale involved here. It’s 
open to people of every race, economic class, and political outlook. There’s no prejudice in 
God’s kingdom … a welcome change from ours! It’s open to people who are at every level of 
intellect, because it’s not what you know, but who you know.  
 
Salvation by faith … a breath of fresh air, and the starting line of the “Life in Christ” marathon 
we’re all running.  
 
So now let’s turn to running this race.  
 
 
DEVELOPING STRENGTH 
 
Let’s think about this from an ordinary, physical perspective. Suppose you’d spent your whole 
life wandering around aimlessly. And you suddenly find yourself – without any kind of 
preparation or training – in a marathon. What’s the first thing you’re going to need to do? 
 
That’s right – build up some strength! We’re weak when we begin to run. Your muscles – or lack 
thereof – are screaming. Your breath is coming in gasps. Your side is cramping. You’re 
completely out of shape.  
 
The same happens when we accept Christ: we’re saved, but when we begin running, we’re 
completely out of shape. All those sins we’ve just been saved from are still very much present, 
waiting to reach out and trip us up. We have no stamina. We don’t really know what we’re 
doing. What we need to do is develop strength … not physical strength, but spiritual strength.  
 
That brings us to our key passage of the lesson: Romans 5:3-5: “Not only so, but we also rejoice 
in our sufferings, because we know that suffering produces perseverance; perseverance, 
character; and character, hope. And hope does not disappoint us, because God has poured out his 
love into our hearts by the Holy Spirit, whom he has given us.” 
 
This is one of those difficult passages of Scripture. I want the end product – character and hope – 
but I could really do without the suffering and perseverance!  
 
Let’s take it apart little by little, and see what this passage has to tell us.  
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Suffering 
 
First, let’s look at suffering.  
 
× What kind of suffering is there? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
× Why do we suffer? What are the causes of suffering? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
× Now let’s look at what happens when we are experiencing these various kinds of suffering. 

What happens inside us when we suffer?  
 
Physical Effects:  _________________________________________________________ 

Mental Effects:  _________________________________________________________ 

Emotional Effects:  _________________________________________________________ 

Spiritual Effects: _________________________________________________________ 
 
It’s interesting to note that while suffering can happen in just one area, say, physical sickness, 
any kind of suffering seems to affect all four areas of our lives: physical, mental, emotional, and 
spiritual. 
 
The results seem pretty lousy. Yet Paul wrote that suffering can result in very good things … 
perseverance, character, and hope. How can that be?  
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Rejoice! 
 
I think the key is found in Romans 5:3 … “we also rejoice in our sufferings …”  
 
This does not mean that we rejoice because we are suffering or at the sufferings themselves. 
Suffering was not part of God’s original design. It’s purely the result of our fallen nature. Only a 
masochist rejoices in his own suffering … and that mindset is decidedly unnatural and unhealthy.  
 
No. We are not called to say, “Great! Praise God, I’m feeling terrible!” That’s ridiculous. But we 
are called to praise God in the midst of our sufferings. We are to keep our focus and our attitude 
right. And that is the entire key to turning suffering from a tragedy into a blessing. 
 
First, our focus. If we are rejoicing, we’re directing praise and thanksgiving to someone … 
namely, to God. Therefore, to say that we are to rejoice in our sufferings is to say that we are to 
keep our eyes focused on God. Suffering, in our human nature, turns our focus inward: like a 
wounded animal, we curl in around our pain. But God calls us to look upward to him, and to 
keep our eyes focused on him.  
 
Second, our attitude. We’re to look up at God, not with resentment and bitterness, but with praise 
and thanksgiving. We are to rejoice. At what? At what he provides us in the midst of our 
suffering: his presence, his promises, his grace, his strength, his comfort.  
 
If we do those two things: keep our focus and our attitude correct, then suffering will not destroy 
us: it will transform us.  
 
× Jot down a time when you suffered and had a bad focus and attitude, and a time when you 

suffered and had a good focus and attitude. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
× What happened when you had a good focus and attitude?  
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× What happened when you had a bad focus and attitude?  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
× How can you change from having a bad focus and attitude to a good focus and attitude?  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Transformation 
 
Look at the passage again in Romans 5:3-5: “Not only so, but we also rejoice in our sufferings, 
because we know that suffering produces perseverance; perseverance, character; and character, 
hope. And hope does not disappoint us, because God has poured out his love into our hearts by 
the Holy Spirit, whom he has given us.” 
 
The world is fallen. Therefore, we suffer. But God redeems suffering by making it a vehicle for 
transformation for us. Character transformation. He wants us to work those wimpy spiritual 
muscles so that we become strong in him. He wants to take our foolishness and give us wisdom. 
He wants to take our hardness of heart and soften it with compassion. He wants to transform our 
character.  
 
And that is itself one of the reasons that we rejoice … see what it says: we rejoice in our 
sufferings, because we know that suffering produces good things! Not only is God present with 
me, giving me grace to see me through, but I can rejoice in my sufferings because I know that I 
will be stronger and better as a result of it. Nothing is lost. Nothing is wasted. Nothing is useless. 
God will use the worst times in my life to make me as strong as iron and as pure as gold. And 
that is a reason to rejoice! 
 
 
Perseverance 
 
Strong as iron. That’s what perseverance is about. The passage says clearly, “suffering produces 
perseverance.” 
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× Define perseverance. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
In our humanity, suffering makes us want to quit. We want to get out. We want it to be over. We 
want to be over! But if we keep our focus and our attitude correct, we can stick it out when we’re 
suffering: we can persevere.  
 
× What parts of you get stronger when you persevere? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Character 
 
Next, pure as gold. Character. Perseverance produces character, the passage says. Why is that 
so? Because when you persevere with a godly focus and attitude, you are developing those good 
virtues just discussed : things like patience, endurance, and will-power. But over the course of 
time, additional virtues are produced … things that simply cannot happen without a long period 
of time, such as:  
 
V Steadfastness. You build a solid core within you that cannot be shaken. 
V Trust. When everything else is stripped away, you learn to lean on God. 
V Compassion. When you suffer, you learn to identify with others who are suffering. 
V Wisdom. You learn from your experiences as you persevere in them. 
 
× What wisdom have you gained from suffering? 
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Hope 
 
Finally, let’s turn to hope. Suffering produces perseverance, and perseverance produces 
character, and character produces hope. Then, as it says in verse 5, “And hope does not 
disappoint us, because God has poured out his love into our hearts by the Holy Spirit, whom he 
has given us.” 
 
I find this interesting, because of all the things that suffering does, one thing stands out a bit: 
suffering causes despair. It sucks hope dry. With hope, people press on, they live, they adapt to 
change, the look to a brighter tomorrow. Without it, they curl up and die. And suffering tends to 
destroy our hope, whether that be the death of a spouse destroying your hope of a long happy 
marriage, being laid off destroying your hope of a good career, physical sickness destroying your 
hope of health and happiness, mental illness destroying your hope of peace and joy. Suffering by 
itself, in our humanity, destroys hope.  
 
What a glorious thing, then, to realize that when we keep a godly focus and attitude, we can 
persevere in suffering and develop character … and that our stronger, purer, godly character will 
give us back the hope the suffering takes from us.  
 
And that makes sense, when we recall the virtues we just said came from perseverance: 
steadfastness, trust, compassion, and wisdom. In short, godliness. We come to know God better 
and become more like him.  
 
× When we know God better and become like him, we can base our lives on the promises he 

gives us in Scripture. List some of the promises of Scripture.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
But there’s something else here that’s very important to see … the hope that we gain is not like 
the hope that we lost. We lose earthly hopes. Hopes that moth and rust and sin can destroy … 
things like hopes for wealth or health or human relationships. We gain a hope that the verse says, 
“does not disappoint.” We gain a heavenly hope. We gain something that nothing in this world 
can ever take away … it cannot be lost through suffering, through death, through grief, through 
destruction … it’s a hope that does not disappoint.  
 
Why? Because it’s a hope founded on the person of God: “And hope does not disappoint us, 
because God has poured out his love into our hearts by the Holy Spirit, whom he has given us.” 
If I know that God loves me – and one of the ways I learn that is by persevering in trial, keeping 
my focus on him, and developing godly character – then nothing will shake my eternal hope for 
the future.  
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× Have you seen suffering give rise to eternal hope in your heart? What happened?  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
CONCLUSION 
 
Suffering produces perseverance, and perseverance character, and character hope. This is one of 
the key ways we develop muscle in our spiritual walk. There are other methods, by the way … 
the other main one being discipline: reading your Bible, praying, meditating, giving, serving, 
worshiping, etc.  
 
Now, before we finish this lesson, it’s important to ask a question: do we ever get beyond this 
stage? We’re certainly weak when we start the Christian walk and need to develop muscle … do 
we ever not need that anymore? 
 
No, we never lose the need to develop muscle and keep up our strength. Ask any athlete … if 
you don’t use it, you lose it. So this isn’t a temporary phase of life: we need to discipline 
ourselves our whole life, and we can expect that we will face various trials and sufferings our 
whole life. Let’s face it: the world is fallen. We’re fallen, though we’ve been redeemed. Until 
heaven, that isn’t going to change.  
 
But oh, let me leave you with these blessed words from Revelations 21:1-7: 
 

Then I saw a new heaven and a new earth, for the first heaven and the first earth had 
passed away, and there was no longer any sea. I saw the Holy City, the new Jerusalem, 
coming down out of heaven from God, prepared as a bride beautifully dressed for her 
husband. And I heard a loud voice from the throne saying, "Now the dwelling of God is 
with men, and he will live with them. They will be his people, and God himself will be 
with them and be their God. He will wipe every tear from their eyes. There will be no 
more death or mourning or crying or pain, for the old order of things has passed away." 
He who was seated on the throne said, "I am making everything new!" Then he said, 
"Write this down, for these words are trustworthy and true." He said to me: "It is done. I 
am the Alpha and the Omega, the Beginning and the End. To him who is thirsty I will 
give to drink without cost from the spring of the water of life. He who overcomes will 
inherit all this, and I will be his God and he will be my son.  

 
In the long scheme of things, suffering is temporary. It brings us a hope here and now that gives 
us strength and courage in the God who loves us … but one day we shall see him face to face! 
No more suffering, no more trials, no more tears. That day we shall see our hope realized to the 
full, and find joy everlasting in the presence of God himself.  
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Lesson 3: “I Want to Look Like That!” 
 

Purity 
 

 
REVIEW 
 
In the last lesson, we studied that salvation is ours by faith as a gift of God through his grace. It’s 
not as a result of works, or race, or enlightenment. It’s simply by faith. That’s the starting line in 
the Christian life.  
 
We then discussed how we go about developing strength for the race … and that one of the key 
ways we develop strength is when we face various trials. Romans 5:3-4 reads, “Not only so, but 
we also rejoice in our sufferings, because we know that suffering produces perseverance; 
perseverance, character; and character, hope.”  
 
We looked at how suffering can produce strength of character when we learn to rejoice in the 
midst of it – when we keep our focus on God, and our attitude one of praise and thanksgiving to 
him. When we do that, we gain patience, steadfastness, trust, compassion, and wisdom … to 
name just a few things. And we find that our lives become founded on hope – eternal hope, 
because we learn to trust in God with our whole heart.  
 
A STANDARD OF PERFECTION 
 
Now, let’s move on. Most of the time, when we’re involved in sports, we have a standard that 
we’re reaching toward. An ideal we’re trying to imitate.  
 
× Name some of the current sports stars – from the Olympics or professional sports.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
× What do you admire about these people?  
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It makes sense that in the race that we’re running as Christians, we have an ideal that we’re 
striving after, too. There are plenty of definitions of that ideal throughout Scripture, just as there 
are many football stars in the NFL. But all the definitions say basically the same thing, just as all 
the NFL stars demonstrate basically the same skills.  
 
In this lesson, we’re going to take a look at just one definition, and learn to apply it to our lives 
as a model – just as we might try to model ourselves in a sport after our single favorite hero.  
 
That definition is found in Romans 12:1-2 … an absolutely essential pair of verses to learn:  
 

Therefore, I urge you, brothers, in view of God's mercy, to offer your bodies as living 
sacrifices, holy and pleasing to God – this is your spiritual act of worship. Do not 
conform any longer to the pattern of this world, but be transformed by the renewing of 
your mind. Then you will be able to test and approve what God's will is – his good, 
pleasing and perfect will. 

 
The image we see here is one of purity: purity of body, purity of mind, and purity of action.  
 
 
A LIFE OF PURITY 
 
Let’s first take a look at purity. Probably the most basic definition of purity from Merriam-
Webster for our purposes is this one: “Free from moral fault or guilt.” However, I find that 
definition kind of dry. It’s absolutely true, but there’s no life in the words.  
 
Fortunately, Merriam-Webster had quite a bit more than that to say about purity. And those other 
definitions really put meat on the bones of the first definition. So let’s look at some word pictures 
to help us understand what a pure life and soul looks like.  
 
My life should be like gold.  
 
First, my life should be like gold.  
 
× What characterizes gold and why is it valuable? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
In almost every culture, gold has been treasured. It has been used as money, formed into jewelry, 
and adorned buildings and furniture.  
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The key to gold’s value is its purity: that it be “unmixed with any other matter” as the dictionary 
definition puts it. Gold mixed with anything else will cause it to tarnish and rust. Gold mixed 
with any other metal will lower its value.  
 
Likewise, our lives should be like gold: unmixed with anything that is not of God. Two sub-
definitions read, “Containing nothing that does not properly belong” and “Free from what 
weakens or pollutes.” So also in our lives, we shouldn’t have anything in us that does not 
properly belong, and we should be free of what weakens and pollutes us. We’ll discuss in a 
moment what some of those things are. 
 
We want our lives to be like gold. So remember: any time you put something in your life that 
doesn’t belong, that is less than God, you are setting the stage for rust to set in and degrade the 
quality and value of your life. Instead, be as pure gold … and when you do, your life will show 
others the treasure of heaven.  
 
My life should be like bread. 
 
Second, my life should be like bread. Imagined that I offered you a crusty loaf of French bread. 
Would you like to eat it? Sure! But what if I told you that I dropped the loaf in the parking lot 
this morning – would you still want it? Well, probably not. And what if I confessed that it had 
been sitting around for a few days too many, and it has a variety of nice, greenish-blue spots on 
it. Now do you want it?  
 
Obviously, you don’t want to eat bread that has been dropped on the ground and is covered with 
mold. It’s not pure.  Purity is defined as something “Free from dust, dirt, or taint.” Something 
that is “spotless” or “stainless.”  
 
And that’s what our lives should be like. We should be like good bread: fresh, crusty, no grit, no 
dirt, no germs, no mold. If we are like pure, fresh bread, we will be able to feed the world the 
bread of life.  
 
My life should be like music.  
 
Third, my life should be like music. One of the definitions of purity is “Free from harshness or 
roughness and being in tune – used of a musical tone.”  
 
× Imagine listening to a child learning to play the violin? Is it pleasant to hear? Why not? 
 
× Now imagine listening to a professional orchestra? Is that pleasant to hear? Why? 
 
What’s the difference between the two? First and foremost, a professional orchestra – and each 
person in it – plays in tune. Each note is true and clear, so together they play in perfect harmony.  
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We want to be like one of those professional musicians … each note of our lives in tune with 
God. The pure music of our lives will draw all those around us to the Divine Singer who gives us 
his own melody.  
 
Purity: 

• No pollution: like gold, we want to be a treasure of eternal value given to a spirit-
impoverished world.  

• No dirt: like bread, we want to feed the soul-hungry with the gospel.  
• No disharmony: like music, we want to fill the world with the melody of God’s eternal 

song of salvation.  
 
Now, let’s turn to look more closely at the three areas of purity noted in Romans 12:1-2.  
 
 
PURITY OF BODY 
 
First, purity of body.  
 
This is found in Romans 12:1 … “Therefore, I urge you, brothers, in view of God's mercy, to 
offer your bodies as living sacrifices, holy and pleasing to God – this is your spiritual act of 
worship.”   
 
It’s interesting that Paul begins with the body. I suspect one of the reasons he does so is because 
of the Greco-Roman culture he was living in. The culture at that time said that “matter is evil, 
spirit is good.” This led to one of two main attitudes:  
 
• “I will deny myself physical pleasures in order to attain spiritual enlightenment.” These were 

the ascetics. They lived by strict dietary principles, among other rules, in order to subjugate 
and subdue the body.  

• “I will treat myself to any physical pleasure I want, since the body doesn’t matter.” These 
were the hedonists, who gave themselves up to every physical pleasure they wanted, whether 
food or sex, or whatever.  

 
Paul denies both of these attitudes. By telling his readers that they were to offer their bodies as a 
spiritual act of worship, he is reinstating the importance of and place of the body. He confirms 
that we are beings of both spirit and flesh – and both are good in God’s sight.  
 
This thought is also spoken of in I Corinthians 6:19-20: “Do you not know that your body is a 
temple of the Holy Spirit, who is in you, whom you have received from God? You are not your 
own; you were bought at a price. Therefore honor God with your body.”  
 
Because our body is good in God’s sight, it is to be offered to him as a living sacrifice as part of 
how we worship him. 
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× Now, in the Old Testament, there’s a lot of talk about sacrifices. What are some key points 
about whatever thing it is that you offer in sacrifice to God? 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Since we are instructed to offer our bodies as a living sacrifice to God, it stands to reason that 
those same principles would hold true.  
 
First, we should offer our bodies to him because our bodies are important and honorable. You 
don’t offer junk to God. Unfortunately, many people do not consider their bodies in that light. In 
fact, many people actually hate their bodies. 
 
× What are some  reasons that people hate their bodies? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
× What does God say about our bodies? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
× How does the Incarnation of Jesus affect your understanding of your body?  
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× How would you go about changing your attitude if you have an incorrect perception of your 
own body? 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Second, we should offer our bodies to him in purity. Just as you wouldn’t bring a lamb to the 
altar in the days of old that was sick or injured, so you should bring your body to him as a pure 
sacrifice.  
 
Does that mean we can’t come to him if we’re sick or hurt? Of course not. Jesus welcomed all 
the sick and injured and diseased to come to him. What it does mean, I think, is two key things, 
both of which are talked about extensively in Scripture:  
 
1. To offer our bodies to God in purity means that we should do things that keep us healthy. 
Much of the Jewish Law was centered around matters of health: What to eat and not to eat. 
Bathing. Cleansing. Not touching dead animals or people – and going through cleansing rituals if 
you had to do so.  
 
All of this had spiritual significance, but it also was very practical and healthy. The rules can be 
summarized as follows: 

• Do things that bring health. 
• Don’t do things that bring illness. 

 
× So let’s be practical. We want to offer our bodies to God as living sacrifices – holy and 

pleasing to him. What things should we DO that encourage our good health? 
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× Now, the opposite: what things should we AVOID that could bring illness? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
2. Scripture also spends a great deal of time talking about sexual purity. Many of the verses I 
looked up on purity were in direct reference to sexual activity. Taking just one, let’s return to I 
Corinthians 6 .. verse 18 reads, “Flee from sexual immorality. All other sins a man commits are 
outside his body, but he who sins sexually sins against his own body.”  
 
If you recall the first lesson, we pointed out that when we turn away from God, one of the first 
things to go is our sexual purity. Understandable, then, that so many verses have to do with 
regaining and retaining our sexual purity as Christians.  
 
In the interest of time, we won’t go into the issue of sexual purity in depth today, especially as 
there is a great body of material dealing with it in the library, on the radio, and in various 
seminars. The bottom line is this: we are called to chastity until marriage, and fidelity until death. 
And within the bonds of marriage, we are to respect and honor our marriage partner.  
 
× What does the world teach us about sex and sexuality? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
× Have you allowed the world’s philosophy to negatively impact your approach toward sex and 

sexuality? If so, what can you do to regain a true and right attitude? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
So to summarize this section: God calls us to present our bodies to him as living sacrifices. That 
means that we should have a right attitude toward our bodies, holding them as important and 
good. And because they are good, we should keep ourselves pure in body: doing things that 
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promote good health, avoiding things that could lead to illness, and paying particular attention to  
keeping ourselves sexually pure. 
 
 
PURITY OF MIND  
 
Next, purity of mind. This is addressed in Romans 12:2, “Do not conform any longer to the 
pattern of this world, but be transformed by the renewing of your mind.”  
 
Let’s take a look first at “the pattern of this world.” After all, to avoid falling into a pit, it very 
much helps to know where that pit is and how it is disguised.  
 
× How would you define “the pattern of this world?” 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
My favorite concise definition is found in I John 2:16, “For all that is in the world, the lust of the 
flesh and the lust of the eyes and the boastful pride of life, is not from the Father, but is from the 
world.” (NAS) 
 
The lust of the flesh, the lust of the eyes, and the boastful pride of life. Three aspects of the 
pattern of the world.  
 
× What are the lusts of the flesh? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
× What are the lusts of the eyes? 
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× What is the boastful pride of life? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
These are all the things that we should stay away from. They are how the world patterns itself … 
running after all these things. Let’s take the reverse, then, to help us see the heavenly pattern we 
should be conforming ourselves to.  
 
× What virtues stand opposite to the lusts of the flesh? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
× What virtues stand opposite to the lusts of the eyes? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
× What virtues stand opposite to the boastful pride of life? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
This, then, is the scenario … the world has a pattern that we are not to conform to any longer. 
Instead, we are to become transformed in the renewing of our mind so that we become self-
disciplined, generous, humble people, displaying the fruit of the Spirit in our lives. How does 
this happen?  



RUNNING THE RACE: A LOOK AT THE LIFE IN CHRIST FROM THE BOOK OF ROMANS 
 
 

 
Lesson 3: Page 11 of 12 

© 2008, Paula J. Marolewski. All rights reserved.                                 www.SinkYourRoots.com 

 
First, we need to pray that God would transform us. Remember: we are looking to embody the 
fruits of the Spirit, and the attitude of Christ. We’re not going to do that apart from the Spirit and 
Christ. Therefore, we need to pray that God would do a transforming work within us.  
 
Second, however, we need to act. God can’t do much if we’re not giving it our best shot as well. 
That involves doing good things: reading Scripture, spending time with Christian friends, 
praising and worshiping God. And it also means not doing bad things: watching immoral movies 
and TV programs, reading inappropriate books and magazines, listening to music that contradicts 
God’s values. 
 
You might think of it this way: before you were a Christian, you were bound by chains that were 
loaded down with heavy iron weights. When you became a Christian, you were given the key to 
every lock on every chain … but you do have to choose to unlock them and put them aside.  
 
Suppose you joyfully get rid of 9 out of the 10 chains that weighed you down. You feel great! So 
much lighter! But as you run in the race, you find that you’re always dragging, getting tired and 
worn out so quickly.  
 
Is it any wonder why? No Olympian is going to run a marathon with a thirty pound weight 
attached to his foot. Neither can you. That’s what sin does to us. We may have gotten rid of 90% 
of the sins that weigh us down – but as long as we don’t get rid of the remaining ones, we’re not 
going to be able to run the race to the best of our ability.  
 
We need to be transformed in the renewing of our mind. And to be renewed, we have to get rid 
of the old dead sins that are dragging at us. All of them. Be ruthless with the sin in your life: get 
rid of it. Don’t pollute your mind with movies that are full of sex and violence. Don’t think that 
“a little pornography won’t hurt.” Don’t pretend that workaholism won’t destroy your 
relationships. Don’t assume that a small dark closet full of sin won’t infect the rest of your life.  
 
Be renewed. Get in the Word, and get in prayer. Do what you need to do to get rid of sin, and 
know that God will take care of the rest – and then you’ll be able to run the race without any 
weights dragging you down.  
 
 
PURITY OF ACTION  
 
Finally, we move on to purity of action. This is also found in Romans 12:2, “Then you will be 
able to test and approve what God's will is – his good, pleasing and perfect will.” 
 
If we honor God with our bodies and are transformed in our minds, we will find that something 
else happens as well … we become pure in our actions. What we do is a natural outpouring of 
who we are in our mind and heart.  
 
There are two aspects of purity of action: knowing God’s will, and doing it.  
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First, knowing God’s will. Paul writes, “Then you will be able to test and approve what God's 
will is.”  
 
How do we know what God’s will is? The top five ways we know God’s will are through the 
Scriptures, by using our reason, through the counsel of godly individuals, by analyzing our 
circumstances, and through the Spirit within our hearts.  
 
Usually, God will reveal his will to us using several of those top five ways – so that we receive 
multiple confirmations of what his will is for us.  
 
But second, after we know God’s will, we are called to do it. Knowing isn’t enough. In James 
4:17 it says, “Anyone, then, who knows the good he ought to do and doesn't do it, sins.”  
 
× What stops us from doing God’s will? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
If you don’t know God’s will, or if you are having trouble doing it, pray to be renewed and 
transformed, and seek to weed out the sin in your life. Knowing and doing God’s will follow 
spiritual transformation – we can’t expect good fruit if the branch itself is sick or rotten.  
 
 
CONCLUSION 
 
Purity. Two little verses that pack quite a lot of punch. We are called to be pure as gold, an 
offering fit to present to God as a sacrifice. We are to treat our bodies with respect and honor. 
We are to turn away from the pattern of this world, and be transformed by the Spirit of God in 
our very minds. Then – and only then – we will be able to test and approve God’s will – his 
good, pleasing, and perfect will.  
 
Don’t be afraid of what you will become when you offer yourself as a living sacrifice to God. 
Yes, it will be hard for old attitudes and actions to be stripped away. It may hurt. But he is the 
God who loves us, and he acts only for our good.  
 
Let me close with this. When a silversmith refines silver, he heats it very, very hot. The dross – 
that is, the impurities, rise to the surface and he skims them away, then lets the silver cool again. 
And again, he heats it until more dross rises and can be skimmed off. And again it cools. Seven 
times he does this … until at the end, the silver is pure and refined. And he knows this, because 
pure silver perfectly reflects the Master’s face.  
 
So let it be for us.   
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Lesson 4: Gatorade isn’t Enough 
 

Overcoming Sin 
 

 
REVIEW 
 
In the last lesson, we studied Romans 12:1-2, and looked at how these two verses can be a model 
for us of how to run the race called the life in Christ. The verses deal with purity: purity of body, 
purity of mind, and purity of action.  
 
When we look at purity of body, we are reminded that we are to present our bodies as a living 
sacrifice to God – that is part of our spiritual worship. That means that we should treat our bodies 
as important and honorable, and do things to keep ourselves healthy and sexually pure.  
 
Purity of mind is achieved when we turn away from the pattern of this world: the lusts of the 
flesh, the lusts of the eyes, and the boastful pride of life (I John 2:16). Instead, we should be a 
transformed people: a people characterized by self-discipline, servanthood, and humility.  
 
Finally, purity of action takes place when we learn to recognize and know God’s will, and do it 
with our whole heart.  
 
 
WHEN THE GOING GETS TOUGH: THE STRUGGLE AGAINST SIN 
 
Today, we’re going to look at Romans 7 and 8 … a lot of material is packed in here that is 
incredibly relevant for us.  
 
First, Romans 7. Romans 7 takes a look at “When the going gets tough.” It’s Paul’s very 
personal look at his struggle against sin – a struggle we all share, even after we are redeemed and 
saved by Jesus.  
 
Paul uses some very strong language when he talks about sin. In verse 5, he says we were 
“controlled by the sinful nature.” In verse 6, he says we had to die to what once “bound” us. 
Verse 8 says that sin “seized the opportunity” to “produce in me every kind of covetous desire.” 
Verse 11 says that sin “deceived me” and “put me to death.”  And verse 14 states that Paul was 
“sold as a slave to sin.” 
 
This is very clear … Paul views sin as a powerful, controlling force in his life, leading him to 
death.  
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× What are some of the views of sin that people have – both inside and outside of the church – 
today?  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
× What does it mean to say that man is totally corrupt apart from salvation through Christ?  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
× How would you explain that belief to a non-believer who felt that man was basically good, or 

at least innocent when born? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
You see, this is the foundation for Paul’s understanding of sin: we are responsible for doing evil, 
and yet (apart from Christ) the evil impulse within us is so strong that it is itself a controlling 
factor. As someone has said, we sin because we are sinners, and we are sinners because we sin. 
Both are equally true. 
 
Let’s return for a minutes to a few of the phrases Paul uses to describe the force of sin in his life. 
Paul states that naturally we are “controlled by the sinful nature.” Look back for a minute to your 
life before you know Christ:  
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× Did you ever feel “controlled” or “enslaved” by sin? How? Why? What happened? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
× Can you give an example of sin “seizing an opportunity” in your life that resulted in you 

sinning? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
× How did sin “deceive” you? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Unfortunately, the force of sin doesn’t disappear when we become Christians. Paul goes on in 
Romans 7 to apparently describe the continuing struggle he had with sin. (At least, that is one 
way to interpret these verses.)  
 
He writes in verse 15 and following, “I do not understand what I do. For what I want to do I do 
not do, but what I hate I do. And if I do what I do not want to do, I agree that the law is good. As 
it is, it is no longer I myself who do it, but it is sin living in me. I know that nothing good lives in 
me, that is, in my sinful nature. For I have the desire to do what is good, but I cannot carry it out. 
For what I do is not the good I want to do; no, the evil I do not want to do – this I keep on doing. 
Now if I do what I do not want to do, it is no longer I who do it, but it is sin living in me that 
does it. So I find this law at work: When I want to do good, evil is right there with me. For in my 
inner being I delight in God's law; but I see another law at work in the members of my body, 
waging war against the law of my mind and making me a prisoner of the law of sin at work 
within my members. What a wretched man I am! Who will rescue me from this body of death?” 
 
Put briefly, Paul is saying, “I want to follow God, but I keep on sinning! What can I do?!?” 
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× When in your life have you experienced this same cry of despair? What happened? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
I think we have all felt this way at various times. We love God, we’ve been saved and redeemed 
by him, many of our habitual sins have fallen away from us, but we still have some old sins that 
keep hanging on. Perhaps the desire for gossip … we just love a good, catty little chat. Perhaps 
greed … we hide it under wanting to have more to give to God, but really it’s because we want it 
ourselves. Perhaps lust … we don’t actually have affairs, but we sneak a peak at a porn site on 
the internet every now and then. Perhaps bitterness … we just can’t give up on that old grudge, 
so we nurse it every chance we get. 
 
× What sins do you struggle with the most? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
When we take a good, honest look at ourselves, we see these things. We may try to fight against 
them and overcome them. Perhaps we’ve tried for years, and failed more times than we can 
count. And so eventually, with Paul, we cry out, “What a wretched person I am! Who will rescue 
me from this body of death?” 
 
 
GATORADE ISN’T ENOUGH: THE POWER OF THE SPIRIT 
 
Thank the Lord, Romans 8 follows Romans 7! Because it is in Romans 8 that we find the 
answer. The phrase usually goes, “When the going gets tough, the tough get going.” But that 
isn’t the case here. We aren’t tough enough to conquer sin by ourselves. Gatorade isn’t enough to 
overcome this weakness in our souls. The only thing that can get us through and give us the 
victory is the power of the Spirit.  
 
It’s good to remember that in the Greek, the word “power” is “dunamis” … the same word from 
which we get “dynamite.” So in all we talk about today, I want you to remember that God gives 
you the power to blow up the strongholds of sin in your life. We’re not talking about a wimpy 
victory here … God doesn’t “get by by the skin of his teeth.” The end is not in doubt. In fact, 
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Romans 8 talks about nine sticks of dynamite that God gives us to explode the hold of the devil 
in our lives.  
 
The Power of Truth 
 
The first stick of dynamite we have is the power of the truth. This is where we begin. Romans 
8:1-4 reads, “Therefore, there is now no condemnation for those who are in Christ Jesus, because 
through Christ Jesus the law of the Spirit of life set me free from the law of sin and death. For 
what the law was powerless to do in that it was weakened by the sinful nature, God did by 
sending his own Son in the likeness of sinful man to be a sin offering. And so he condemned sin 
in sinful man, in order that the righteous requirements of the law might be fully met in us, who 
do not live according to the sinful nature but according to the Spirit.” 
 
We’ve already discussed the all-sufficiency of Christ’s sacrifice for us in an earlier lesson. I 
won’t repeat it again here. What I do want to focus on, however, is that these words are a creed 
for us … a shield to guard us against the fiery darts of the devil.  
 
Part of the power of sin is the power to deceive and the power to wear us down. Sin whispers to 
us, “You’re no good … you’ve fallen so many times before … you can’t win … why bother even 
trying? You’ll only fail again … God can’t love you … he won’t help you – he’s probably 
disgusted by you … you’re just a failure to him …” But in these verses, we find our answer to 
these lies: 
 

• I am forgiven in Christ. (verse 1) 
• I am free in Christ. (verse 2) 
• I am alive in Christ. (verse 4) 

 
These are three strong words … forgiven, free, alive. Whenever sin rears its ugly head and you 
feel condemned, state clearly that “I am forgiven in Christ.” When sin tells you that you can’t be 
good, declare, “I am free in Christ.” When sin whispers that you are a failure, shout, “I am alive 
in Christ!”  
 
Say it with me:  
 

• I am forgiven in Christ. 
• I am free in Christ. 
• I am alive in Christ.  
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× Consider the sins you named in the earlier question. How does the fact that you are forgiven, 
free, and alive in Christ impact your struggle with these sins?  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
The importance of a creed like this – of memorizing verses like this – is because when Satan is 
battering us down, we get depressed and worn out. That means our feelings are all jumbled and 
unreliable. I repeat: our feelings are unreliable. Again and again we forget that, and we think, 
“God seems so far away … God can’t care about me … God doesn’t care about me … I can’t get 
victory over this … I am a failure …” and we believe and act on those lies.  
 
The Scripture is there to remind us of the TRUTH. God is near. He does care. He is love. You 
can have victory. You can live an abundant life in him.  
 
In the battle against sin, we have to master our feelings and believe and act on the truth. And that 
is done through the Scripture. Those aren’t just words you’re saying to pep yourself up – this is 
the voice of Almighty God, refuting the lies of the devil.  
 
× Give an example of a time when the truth of Scripture protected you from sinning. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
You might say, “I know all those things, but it doesn’t make a difference.” You know them, but 
do you believe them? And don’t say you can’t believe them … you can. It’s your choice to live 
in the truth, or to live in a lie. 
 
This hit me very hard when I read the following from the novel The Last Sin Eater by Francine 
Rivers. The conversation takes place between a very frightened young girl, Katrina Anice, and 
another little girl named Lilybet. Though Katrina doesn’t know it, Lilybet is an angel. Lilybet 
begins: 
 

"The truth has set you free, beloved. Now you must choose to walk in it." 
"Easy for you to say, but what of the Kai? Is he going to let us walk anywhere at all now 

he knows we went against him?" 
"Believe on him who saved you, Katrina Anice." 
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"I want to believe. I do." 
"Then believe." 
"I try to believe." 
"Believe. Set your mind and heart upon Christ and obey the word of the Lord. Stand firm, 

Katrina Anice. God himself is going to fight for you." 
 
So when sin attacks, believe and stand firm in the power of the Truth. God himself will fight for 
you. 
 
 
The Power of Transformation 
 
The second stick of dynamite we have is the power of transformation. Verses 5 and 6 read, 
“Those who live according to the sinful nature have their minds set on what that nature desires; 
but those who live in accordance with the Spirit have their minds set on what the Spirit desires. 
The mind of sinful man is death, but the mind controlled by the Spirit is life and peace.” 
 
We talked about transformation in our discussion on purity of mind. When you set yourself to no 
longer conforming to the pattern of this world, but to being transformed in the renewing of your 
mind, you will experience power over sin.  
 
Think about it:  
 
• If you set your mind on chastity, what place will lust have?  
• If you set your mind on humility, what place will pride have? 
• If you set your mind on generosity, what place will greed have? 
• If you set your mind on love, what place will selfishness have? 
 
This is a choice. We can choose what we put into our minds. We can choose what to think about. 
We can choose what to dwell on.  
 
× What are you putting into your mind? What do you choose to think about? To dwell on?  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Will transformation be easy? No, not necessarily. But when we give it 100%, the Spirit will carry 
us the rest of the way. He will make the transformation happen in the very depth of our being, 
until someday it becomes who we are – because we become like him.  
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The Power of Obedience 
 
The third stick of dynamite is the power of obedience. This is found in verses 7-9: “the sinful 
mind is hostile to God. It does not submit to God's law, nor can it do so. Those controlled by the 
sinful nature cannot please God. You, however, are controlled not by the sinful nature but by the 
Spirit, if the Spirit of God lives in you.” 
 
We’re very big about control in our culture … namely, that we want to be in control of our lives. 
Master of our fate. Captain of the ship. But true power comes from handing over that control to 
God.  
 
Being obedient isn’t possible unless we foster three key attitudes in our life: humility, trust, and 
love.  
 
First, humility. Obedience is about submission. It’s about admitting that I don’t know what’s best 
for myself.  
 
Second, trust. Once I’ve admitted that I don’t know what’s best for myself, the next step is to 
believe and acknowledge that God does know what’s best for me.  
 
Third, love. After I’ve recognized that God knows what’s best for me, I choose to follow his 
guidance because I love him.  
 
It’s interesting to think of obedience as a powerful position. Typically, we think of it in terms of 
subordination or even as inferiority. Slaves obey. Servants obey. Employees obey. But God says 
that obedience is the key to victory and power over sin. And that is because we are obeying the 
one who has a divine strategy for winning – and who has the power to back it up.  
 
Perhaps if we thought of obedience in military terms, it could help. If each soldier did his own 
thing and what he thought was best, the battlefield would be chaotic. Ammunition would be 
spent uselessly. Soldiers would be out-flanked. Dangers that would be apparent from a higher 
vantage point would be walked into blindly. They would lose their lives and the war. 
 
However, if each soldier in the army obeys his commanding officer, the army will win as long as 
the commander knows what is best to do and has the firepower to rout the enemy. And that is 
what our Commander has – knowledge and power. In that context, obedience makes perfect 
sense if we want to win. Obedience puts us in a position of power over the enemy. 
 
× When is obedience difficult for you?  
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× When is obedience easy?  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
The Power of the Spirit   
 
The fourth stick of dynamite is the power of the Spirit. This is found in verses 12 and 13: 
“Therefore, brothers, we have an obligation – but it is not to the sinful nature, to live according 
to it. For if you live according to the sinful nature, you will die; but if by the Spirit you put to 
death the misdeeds of the body, you will live.” 
 
You might think, “Wait, you say I can’t get power over sin until I stop sinning? Isn’t that a 
circular argument? If I could stop, I would!”  
 
The reason this is not a circular argument is because of that little phrase in verse 13: “by the 
Spirit.” You can’t do this on your own. You can only do it “by the Spirit.”  
 
You certainly have a part in it … the Spirit can’t stop you from drinking if you’re always sitting 
down with a beer in your hand. But if you choose to not buy the beer on your way home, he can 
strengthen your resolve and then also help you resist the temptation to go out and get some later.  
 
It’s important here to remember that the Spirit is a Person. Not an impersonal “force.” Not an 
“it.” Not a wispy breeze on the wind. He moved over the face of the waters in the creation. He is 
described as Wisdom crying in the streets. He brought about the conception of Jesus in Mary’s 
womb. He raised Jesus from the dead. The Holy Spirit is a Person, and is a Person with infinite 
power, just as the Father and the Son are omnipotent. Because he is omnipotent, he can give you 
the power you need to overcome sin in your life.  
 
× What word-picture can you use to better understand the Spirit’s role and presence in your 

life?  
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The Power of Guidance 
 
The fifth stick of dynamite is the power of guidance. Verse 14 says simply, “because those who 
are led by the Spirit of God are sons of God.”  
 
One of the powerful things the Spirit does for us is guide us. Think about some of the terms we 
use … “Before I knew Christ, I was lost.” “Even though I’m a Christian, I still lose my way 
sometimes.” “I don’t know how I got into that situation.” 
 
Lost. Sin confuses us. It leads us down a path of destruction. It makes us lose our head, and 
derails our sense of direction. But it doesn’t have to be that way when we are in Christ: we don’t 
have to lose our way, because the Spirit is there to guide us. He can keep us from going off the 
narrow way.  
 
× How does the Spirit guide us? How do we recognize his voice? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
The Power of Adoption 
 
The sixth stick of dynamite is the power of adoption. Verses 15 and 16 read, “For you did not 
receive a spirit that makes you a slave again to fear, but you received the Spirit of sonship. And 
by him we cry, ‘Abba, Father.’ The Spirit himself testifies with our spirit that we are God's 
children.” 
 
Part of the power of sin is its power to tear down our self-esteem. Sin tells us that we’re a 
nobody. We don’t belong. We are alone and there’s no one to help us. The power of adoption is 
the power to stand against each one of those lies.  
 
We are somebody to God … Jesus didn’t die for nobodies. The fact that the eternal, almighty, 
all-sufficient God loved you enough to die for you proves your worth. And beyond that, we are 
adopted as sons and daughters of the Most High. He didn’t save us and leave us out in the cold. 
He saved us and adopted us.  
 
That makes us princes and princesses in the Kingdom of God – for Jesus Christ is King of Kings 
and Lord of Lords.  
 
Not only are we each somebody special, but we belong. That’s what a family – in its ideal – is all 
about. It’s a place of belonging. It’s a place to feel safe and secure, no matter what you’ve done, 
or how you’ve blown it, or what kind of a lousy day you’ve had. So when Satan tells you that 
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you can’t go home again, throw the lie back in his face. You’re part of the family of God. 
You’ve got a Daddy who loves you and will never turn you away.   
 
And finally, we are not alone. That is also what it means to be part of God’s family, adopted as 
his child. Not only are we somebody special, not only can we run home to God when the cares of 
the world burden us down, but, in fact, God goes with us out into that world. Your family 
members go with you. When you were a child, your mom or dad would take you everywhere you 
wanted to go. They were there to protect you, lead you, guide you, and provide for you. So it is 
with God: we are his children, and he’s never going to let us out of his sight.  
 
× What is the best part of being in a family to you?  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
The Power of Hope 
 
The seventh stick of dynamite is the power of hope. Verse 17 reads, “Now if we are children, 
then we are heirs – heirs of God and co-heirs with Christ, if indeed we share in his sufferings in 
order that we may also share in his glory.” 
 
Sin eats away at us with the sickness of despair. “You can’t overcome this. There’s no way out. 
You’re always going to be like this. You’re going to live with the consequences of this forever.” 
 
Hope destroys despair. We can press on – and even rejoice – because there is an end. There’s an 
end to sin and all its power. There’s an end to suffering. There’s an end to all our fallen nature. 
We are going to share in the glory of God as co-heirs with Christ. And that is a glorious hope.  
 
× What are you most looking forward to in heaven?  
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The Power of Prayer 
 
The eighth stick of dynamite is the power of prayer. Verses 26-27 read, “In the same way, the 
Spirit helps us in our weakness. We do not know what we ought to pray for, but the Spirit 
himself intercedes for us with groans that words cannot express. And he who searches our hearts 
knows the mind of the Spirit, because the Spirit intercedes for the saints in accordance with 
God's will.” 
 
If you’re like me, you have often felt that your prayers were faltering and weak at best, totally 
inadequate to even express the depth of your needs. But these verses aren’t talking about our 
weak and human prayers. These verses are talking about the Holy Spirit himself interceding for 
us.  
 
No one knows better how to pray for us. No one knows better what we need. And we can know 
beyond a shadow of a doubt that God the Father hears and answers the prayers of his own Spirit.  
 
Don’t ask me to explain how the Trinity works here … I haven’t a clue, but I know it’s true: God 
himself is interceding for you and me – every day, every hour, every minute. And his prayers are 
powerful to save us from sin. 
 
× What does it mean to you to realize that God himself is interceding on your behalf?  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
The Power of Love 
 
Last, but certainly not least, the ninth stick of dynamite is the power of love. Verses 35 and 
following read, “Who shall separate us from the love of Christ? Shall trouble or hardship or 
persecution or famine or nakedness or danger or sword? …. No, in all these things we are more 
than conquerors through him who loved us. For I am convinced that neither death nor life, 
neither angels nor demons, neither the present nor the future, nor any powers, neither height nor 
depth, nor anything else in all creation, will be able to separate us from the love of God that is in 
Christ Jesus our Lord.” 
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× Have you ever been afraid that something could separate you from God? What was it?  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
When I sin, I feel very unlovely and unlovable. And sometimes I sin because I feel unlovely or 
unlovable. It’s a nasty cycle that leads to despair and defeat.  
 
But chapter 8 ends with the best news of all: nothing can separate us from the love of God. No 
matter how bad I’ve been, he loves me. No matter how many times I’ve failed in exactly the 
same way, he loves me. No matter if I am rebelliously doing my thing, he loves me. How could I 
fail to love him in return? And because I love him, I will try to make him happy by obeying him.  
 
Nothing can separate us from his love. Your drugs aren’t so big that they can stand between you 
and the love of God. Your drink can’t. Your anger can’t. Your gossiping can’t. Your addictions 
can’t. Your lack of self-control can’t. God’s love is bigger and stronger and more enveloping 
than any of these things.  
 
So when some sin looms large in your eyes and seems to blot out everything else and calls to you 
with its seductive or condemning voice … remind yourself: God loves me. And because he loves 
me, he’ll give me the power to overcome this. I can do it – in him. I don’t have to sin anymore. I 
am forgiven. I am free. I am alive. I am in Christ and in his love – and nothing can take that 
away from me, or me away from him.  
 
 
 
CONCLUSION 
 
Nine sticks of dynamite. The power of God has been given to us to overcome sin. Truth. 
Transformation. Obedience. The Spirit. Guidance. Adoption. Hope. Prayer. Love.  
 
There’s something that all of these sticks of dynamite have in common: they aren’t about what 
we can do or accomplish on our own. They are all the power of God working in our lives. You 
can’t control sin. You can’t beat it on your own. You can’t have victory over it by yourself. But 
God can. And God will. When you do your part, he’ll do his part. He’s given you the dynamite 
to blow sin right out of your life. It’s up to you to light the fuse.  
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Lesson 5: Accepting Your Teammates 
 

Differences in the Body of Christ 
 

 
REVIEW 
 
In the last lesson, we studied Romans 8, and looked at how God has given us the power we need 
to overcome sin in our lives. There were nine sticks of dynamite – nine different kinds of power 
– that God is willing to pour out in our lives: 
 
• The power of truth to combat the lies of the devil. 
• The power of transformation to renew your mind.  
• The power of obedience to live out God’s laws. 
• The power of the Spirit to live in us. 
• The power of guidance to walk in God’s will. 
• The power of adoption to make us God’s children. 
• The power of hope to conquer despair. 
• The power of prayer to effectively intercede for us. 
• The power of love to make us safe and secure. 
 
 
GRAY MATTERS 
 
In this lesson, we’re going to look at the challenging area of differences in the body of Christ. 
Not the fun differences of spiritual gifts and talents, but the difficult differences of belief and 
action. And we’re going to learn what God has to say about accepting our teammates in this race 
of life. 
 
The first thing to establish is that God states clearly that there are gray matters in the church.  
 

Accept him whose faith is weak, without passing judgment on disputable matters. One 
man's faith allows him to eat everything, but another man, whose faith is weak, eats 
only vegetables. The man who eats everything must not look down on him who does 
not, and the man who does not eat everything must not condemn the man who does, for 
God has accepted him. Who are you to judge someone else's servant? To his own 
master he stands or falls. And he will stand, for the Lord is able to make him stand. 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. 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. For none of us 
lives to himself alone and none of us dies to himself alone. If we live, we live to the 
Lord; and if we die, we die to the Lord. So, whether we live or die, we belong to the 
Lord. (Romans 14:1-8) 
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Here, we see two gray matters that were evidently causing some ruckus in the early church: 
vegetarianism and the custom of observing certain special days. From what Paul says, we can 
gather that this was causing some division and nose-in-the-air attitudes. We’ll get to that aspect 
in a minute. First, let’s look more closely at gray matters.  
 
For a working definition, a gray matter is a belief or action that 1) is not stated conclusively to be 
right or wrong in the Bible, 2) may be disagreed upon within the orthodox church and, 3) has an 
impact on a person’s spiritual state. 
 
Let’s take that apart bit by bit:  
 
First, a gray matter is not stated conclusively to be right or wrong in the Bible. This is key, 
because we are never to tolerate sin in the church or in our individual lives.  
 
× How do we know is something is a sin? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Gray matters don’t fall into this category. There are no specific verses that a person can point to 
that incontrovertibly state “this action or belief is a sin” or “this action or belief is absolute for 
everyone.” You’ll notice that I said “conclusively” and “incontrovertibly.” That is because the 
matter of interpretation will come up in our next point. 
 
Second, a gray matter may be disagreed upon in the orthodox church. I put in the phrase “in 
the orthodox church” because there are churches and people who claim to be Christian who 
espouse un-Biblical beliefs. For instance, the current issue of ordaining practicing homosexuals. 
The Biblical view is clear: homosexuality is an abomination before God, and the practice of it 
can in no way be condoned in the church. So the fact that some churches do ordain homosexuals 
into ministry does not make this a gray matter: it simply means that some churches are sinning. 
 
Rather, a gray matter, again, means that there aren’t specific verses forbidding or commanding 
the certain belief or action, but people have historically disagreed on it.  
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× What are some examples of gray matters in the church today?  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
So if there aren’t verses forbidding or requiring a certain belief or action, why would people 
disagree – sometimes strongly – over it? There are several reasons: 
 
1. The belief or action may be contrary to tradition. If you have always sung hymns, singing 

contemporary worship songs may seem “wrong,” and may cause division in the church. 
 
2. The belief or action may be based on interpretation. This is why we stated before that gray 

matters are not things that are stated conclusively to be sins in the Bible. Sins are sins. Gray 
matters, however, may be argued reasonably from Scripture both ways. For instance, 
positions for and against pacifism can be supported by good, logical Scriptural interpretation.  

 
3. The belief or action may be based on experience. For example, having one glass of wine 

with dinner may be a non-issue for one person because they are not tempted to drunkenness, 
but another person may find that one drink always leads to becoming drunk. 

 
4. The belief or action may be based on maturity. Paul points this reason out himself in 

Romans 14: he refers to a brother being “weak in faith,” therefore thinking he can eat “only 
eat vegetables.” The weaker brother may not realize that Christ has freed him to eat all 
things. 

 
Third, a gray matter has an impact on a person’s spiritual state. This part of the definition is 
to point out that gray matters are not about inconsequential opinions like preferring blue over 
purple, or over what Bible translation to use. No, gray matters have an impact on a person’s 
spirit. If you sing contemporary worship songs and I like hymns, I may not be able to worship 
well in your church. If there’s a military draft and your name comes up and you’re a pacifist and 
also patriotic, you will have to make a hard decision to disobey your country’s call to action. If 
you think you have to observe Lent and others tell you it’s not necessary and you listen to them, 
you may feel self-reproach or self-condemnation. 
 
Gray matters. The Bible calls them in these verses, “disputable matters.” They can be disputed. 
They can be argued about. They aren’t quite clear. But they matter to people very much.  
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PASSING JUDGMENT 
 
Because gray matters are about issues that do matter to people, they can cause problems and 
friction among believers. Paul writes in verse 3, “The man who eats everything must not look 
down on him who does not, and the man who does not eat everything must not condemn the man 
who does.”  
 
“Looking down” on someone. “Condemning” someone. That’s what gray matters can do in the 
church if we’re not careful. Instead, Paul writes in verses 9 through 13: “For this very reason, 
Christ died and returned to life so that he might be the Lord of both the dead and the living. You, 
then, why do you judge your brother? Or why do you look down on your brother? For we will all 
stand before God's judgment seat. It is written: "'As surely as I live,' says the Lord, 'every knee 
will bow before me; every tongue will confess to God.'" So then, each of us will give an account 
of himself to God. Therefore let us stop passing judgment on one another.” 
 
Judgment is a very sticky point, so let’s talk about it for a minute.  
 
× Is it ever appropriate to judge another’s actions? Why or why not? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
It’s important to remember that there are two kinds of judgment talked about in the Bible. One 
we are directed to practice, and one we are forbidden to practice. 
 
For the first, we are to exercise judgment when judgment is defined as discernment. We see this 
demonstrated in the following passages:  
 
• I Corinthians 5:1-5 … “It is actually reported that there is sexual immorality among you, and 

of a kind that does not occur even among pagans: A man has his father's wife. And you are 
proud! Shouldn't you rather have been filled with grief and have put out of your fellowship 
the man who did this? Even though I am not physically present, I am with you in spirit. And I 
have already passed judgment on the one who did this, just as if I were present. When you 
are assembled in the name of our Lord Jesus and I am with you in spirit, and the power of our 
Lord Jesus is present, hand this man over to Satan, so that the sinful nature may be destroyed 
and his spirit saved on the day of the Lord.” 

 
• I Corinthians 5:12 … “What business is it of mine to judge those outside the church? Are you 

not to judge those inside? God will judge those outside. ‘Expel the wicked man from among 
you.’”  
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• Peter judged Ananias and Sapphira when they lied about the money they had received for the 
sale of their property.  

 
• Romans 12:9 … “Hate what is evil; cling to what is good.”  
 
• I Thessalonians 5:21-22 … “Test everything. Hold on to the good. Avoid every kind of evil.”  
 
We see in the above passages that we are called to know what sin is so that we can avoid it 
ourselves and confront it in the church.  
   
However, we are forbidden to judge when judgment is defined as condemnation: 
 
• Luke 6:37 … “Do not judge, and you will not be judged. Do not condemn, and you will not 

be condemned. Forgive, and you will be forgiven.”  
 
• Romans 14:1,10 … Accept him whose faith is weak, without passing judgment on disputable 

matters …. You, then, why do you judge your brother? Or why do you look down on your 
brother?” 

 
These passages show that we are not to be condemning, patronizing, or condescending in our 
attitudes toward our brothers and sisters in Christ. 
 
Now let’s turn to passing judgment as it is referred to in Romans 14. Actually, both kinds of 
judgment are referred to here, summed up in verse 1: “Accept him whose faith is weak, without 
passing judgment on disputable matters.” 
 
The one kind of judgment – the forbidden kind – is noted obviously here: “Don’t condemn your 
brother about disputable matters!” But the other is also inferred: we have to make sure it is a 
disputable matter – a gray matter – that we’re talking about. Why? Because sin always should be 
addressed.  
 
So when you find you disagree with someone, ask yourself: Is this a disputable matter? Or is this 
sin? Can I prove it from the Bible one way or the other? If it is sin, what do I need to do about it? 
If it is a disputable matter … let it go.  
 
Let it go. Three very hard words. Don’t condemn your brother or sister. Don’t look down your 
nose at them. But neither should you try to convince them of your point of view. Verse 4 says, 
“To his own master he stands or falls. And he will stand, for the Lord is able to make him stand.” 
It’s not your business. His position on disputable matters is between him and God. Verses 5 and 
6 continue the thought: “Each one should be fully convinced in his own mind. 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.” And verse 22 says 
simply, “So whatever you believe about these things keep between yourself and God.” 
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Let it go. It’s not your business. If someone disagrees with you about a disputable matter, let 
them do their thing and glorify God in their belief or action. He knows their heart and their 
reasons. If they ask your opinion, feel free to give it, but don’t work at convincing them and 
don’t present your opinion as law. If it’s a gray matter, it’s a gray matter … not black and white. 
Your opinion is just that: an opinion about a disputable matter.  
 
Given all the problems that can result from gray matters – judgment, division, friction, confusion 
– why did God allow there to be gray matters at all? Why didn’t he just spell it all out for us? 
 
The reason is because gray matters help us develop some very Christ-like characteristics. First, 
they help us develop discernment. As we said earlier, we have to figure out if the thing we differ 
on is a gray matter, or an absolute.  
 
Second, they help us develop humility. Our ego always demands that everyone admit that we’re 
right. Completely. All the time. But gray matters help us develop humility because we have to 
admit that there are differing views about a matter, and that's okay, and we don’t have to demand 
our own viewpoint on the issue. 
 
Third, they help us develop love. Because not only do we not demand that people accept our 
view on a matter, but we actually have to look out for and respect the other person’s differing 
viewpoint in some very concrete ways. And that leads us to the matter of stumbling blocks.  
 
 
STUMBLING BLOCKS 
 
After Paul reminds his readers that they are not to pass judgment on their fellow believers about 
disputable matters, he goes one step further: he commands them to avoid putting a stumbling 
block in their brother or sister’s way.  
 
We find this passage beginning in Romans 14:13:  
 

Instead, make up your mind not to put any stumbling block or obstacle in your brother's 
way. As one who is in the Lord Jesus, I am fully convinced that no food is unclean in 
itself. But if anyone regards something as unclean, then for him it is unclean. If your 
brother is distressed because of what you eat, you are no longer acting in love. Do not 
by your eating destroy your brother for whom Christ died. Do not allow what you 
consider good to be spoken of as evil …. Let us therefore make every effort to do what 
leads to peace and to mutual edification. Do not destroy the work of God for the sake of 
food. All food is clean, but it is wrong for a man to eat anything that causes someone 
else to stumble. It is better not to eat meat or drink wine or to do anything else that will 
cause your brother to fall. 

 
What does it mean to put a stumbling block in someone’s way? Simply put, it means doing 
something that upsets the spiritual walk of your brother or sister in Christ. Maybe just offending 
their scruples. Maybe tempting them to sin. Maybe leading them to actually sin.  
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There is a parallel passage in I Corinthians 8 that gives a second example of this principle. Here 
are excerpts from it:  
 

Now about food sacrificed to idols: …. We know that an idol is nothing at all in the 
world and that there is no God but one … But not everyone knows this. Some people are 
still so accustomed to idols that when they eat such food they think of it as having been 
sacrificed to an idol, and since their conscience is weak, it is defiled. But food does not 
bring us near to God; we are no worse if we do not eat, and no better if we do.  
 
Be careful, however, that the exercise of your freedom does not become a stumbling 
block to the weak. For if anyone with a weak conscience sees you who have this 
knowledge eating in an idol's temple, won't he be emboldened to eat what has been 
sacrificed to idols? So this weak brother, for whom Christ died, is destroyed by your 
knowledge. When you sin against your brothers in this way and wound their weak 
conscience, you sin against Christ. Therefore, if what I eat causes my brother to fall into 
sin, I will never eat meat again, so that I will not cause him to fall.  

 
There are several things going on here: As we said earlier, first, we have to recognize that we 
have a difference of opinion with another person. Second, we have to discern whether or not that 
difference of opinion concerns a sinful action or belief, or a gray matter. If it’s a gray matter, we 
don’t try to go convincing the other person about our opinion. But we do have to examine our 
own actions to see if we need to modify our behavior in light of what the other person believes. 
 
This is a really hard thing. Not only is it hard to let a matter go and let the other person have their 
own opinion … because, let’s face it, we always want people to think and act just like us, and we 
feel that we have to convince everyone around us of the rightness of our beliefs and actions. 
That’s just human nature. But not only do we have to shut our mouths, we have to modify our 
own actions out of care and respect and love for the other person! 
 
Again, let’s face it: if we disagree with someone, we want them to change their beliefs and 
actions to match ours! Not the other way around! But Paul says simply in I Corinthians 8, 
“Knowledge puffs up, but love builds up.” We are to build one another up. Not puff ourselves 
up.  
 
Now, you might have a couple of questions here … the top two being: If I differ about a gray 
matter with someone, which one of us is supposed to modify his or her behavior? And, If I 
modify my behavior out of respect for someone else’s opinion, aren’t I being dishonest or 
hypocritical? 
 
Let’s take these one at a time: If I differ about a gray matter with someone, which one of us is 
supposed to modify his or her behavior?  
 
Paul says that whoever is the stronger should defer to the opinion of the weaker. That may 
sometimes be hard to tell, especially on very sticky issues. Often both people may think they’re 
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the “stronger”! So perhaps it is easier to follow the other principle in the passages: if acting in a 
certain way or saying certain things could lead the other person into temptation and sin, you 
should modify what you say and how you act.  
 
Here are two examples: 
 
× First, suppose you find out that a new friend is a vegetarian for philosophical reasons. You 

aren’t. But she’s very strong in her faith and has told you that she doesn’t mind if you eat 
meat when you go to a restaurant together. Should you order your favorite chicken dish or 
not? 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
× Here’s a second example. You don’t have any moral issue with having a glass of wine with 

dinner. But a friend comes over for dinner who is a recovering alcoholic. What should you 
do? 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Now, let’s move on to the other question: If I modify my behavior out of respect for someone 
else’s opinion, aren’t I being dishonest or hypocritical?  
 
You are not being dishonest or hypocritical unless you lie and claim that you don’t hold the 
opinion that you do, in fact, have. For instance, if you invite your friend over who is a recovering 
alcoholic and he asks you if you ever drink and you say “No, I never do,” then you are being 
dishonest and a hypocrite. If asked directly, give your opinion simply and clearly, but 
communicate that you respect your friend’s opinion and needs. For instance, you could say, 
“Yes, I do have an occasional glass of wine, but never more than one so that I never get drunk. 
However, I know you’ve had issues with alcohol in the past, so I would never put stress on you 
by having a drink if you were nearby. I care about you too much to treat you badly like that.” 
 
Again, remember that your goal is not to convince someone else that your view is the right one 
to hold. Just state your opinion and move on. You want to show respect and love for your brother 
or sister in Christ. 
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BECOMING ONE 
 
What’s the goal of it all? The goal is stated in the first few verses of Romans 15: “We who are 
strong ought to bear with the failings of the weak and not to please ourselves. Each of us should 
please his neighbor for his good, to build him up …. May the God who gives endurance and 
encouragement give you a spirit of unity among yourselves as you follow Christ Jesus, so that 
with one heart and mouth you may glorify the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ. Accept 
one another, then, just as Christ accepted you, in order to bring praise to God.” 
 
What’s the goal? Why do we want to respect each other’s opinions when it comes to disputable 
matters? Why do we want to avoid putting a stumbling block in a brother’s or sister’s way? Why 
do we work so hard to build one another up? So that we might have “a spirit of unity among 
yourselves as you follow Christ Jesus.” That’s what it’s all about here. This whole passage 
doesn’t have to do primarily with pointing out what’s different between us … it’s whole purpose 
is to point out that the differences don’t matter. We should be one in Christ. We should not allow 
any gray matters to come between us or to cause division or friction or contempt or 
disagreement.  
 
If we truly obey the commands of Romans 14 and accept one another and work to build one 
another up, we will become one in Christ as we were meant to be.  
 
 
CONCLUSION 
 
So I challenge you with this in closing: look carefully at the beliefs you hold. Which ones are 
absolute truth, doctrine as stated in the Bible? Hold fast to those and never let them go. Never 
give an inch on them and on proclaiming them to be the truth.  
 
Which ones are your personal opinions about gray matters? I know they matter to you. I know 
they have a spiritual impact on your life. That is not in question. But if they are gray matters, 
learn to respect the opinions of those who might hold the opposite point of view.  
 
And when you interact with people who do hold a different point of view, decide now: How will 
you act? Will you need to modify your behavior out of love for the other person? What will you 
say? What will you not say? As with so many things in life, an ounce of preparation is worth a 
pound of cure. Our goal is unity in the Spirit. That’s a glorious goal. Isn’t it worth spending time 
preparing for? 
 
 
 

 
    


