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spiritual requirements. In relating this to the divorce experience, Talley 

observes: 

When a couple divorces, each of the spouses typically experiences such 
total emotional alienation that I estimate they each consume around 85% 
of their energy trying to deal with their emotional upheaval. This leaves 
only 15 percent for the other three categories: 5 percent mental energy, 5 
percent physical energy, and 5 percent spiritual energy (Talley 1991, 27). 

Next in Splinter's outline of the process is the divorce itself. It is a time 

for some to celebrate and others to mourn. "The day of divorce," according to 

Splinter, "does one thing, if nothing else. It begins the process of putting back 

together the lives of both parties, but in a new form" (Splinter 1987, 17). This 

is because it is only now, after the legal battle and wrangling has come to an 

end, that issues of alimony, child support, custody, visitation become clear or 

finalized. 

The stage after legal divorce is called the "wobbly time" by Splinter. It is 

the first stage of rebuilding. "Although preparations for this time may have 

been made during separation, now both parties are actually out on the ocean of 

a new life, in their own boats, and doing their own paddling" (Splinter 1987, 18). 

During this stage, which lasts from six months to three.years, the newly 

divorced will discover how solid and permanent old friendships really are. Some 

friendships will not survive the awkwardness and strain and will end. This is a 

time when "new identities begin taking shape, as the newly single person forms 

new values, new objectives, and new means of fulfilling needs and reaching 

goals" (Splinter 1987, 18). 

As in the other stages, the person is vulnerable to loneliness and the 

concomitant danger of jumping too quickly and deeply into new relationships. 

Splinter comments on this danger by saying: "It has been wisely said that one 

is not ready for new and potentially serious relationships until one is able to live 

successfully and happily without them" (Splinter 1987, 19). 
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• Many pastors are naive about the sexual involvement of their divorced 

members. Talley states, without giving his statistical basis, that "90 percent 

of all divorced people cycle in an out of the bar and bedroom scene--and that 

includes Christians" (Talley 1985, 73). This disturbing state of affairs is 

acknowledged also by Bohannan, who himself writes from a thorougly secular, 

non-judging viewpoint. Quoting a study (Hunt and Hunt) he comments: 

[The sexual code of the divorced is] even faster paced, less inhibited, and 
more experimental than that of the unmarried young. . . Today; compared 
by age, the divorced are sexually as active as married people, perhaps even 
more so (Bohannan 1985, 104). 

Many separated or divorced people turn to sex as a pain killer for their 

emotional wounds or a mood enhancer to boost their damaged self-esteem.' 

Given this reality, pastors should recognize this as a concealed and underlying 

factor why some of their members stay clear of contacts and do not seek 

pastoral counsel. Their guilt, and perhaps shame, is too strong and inhibiting. 

The final stage in the process that is hopefully achieved is designated 

"new wholeness." This is the time when the person begins to function 

successfully as a single person and has gained a sufficient measure of self-

reliance to handle the challenges they face, such as a new career or single 

parenting or managing the finances. 

Pastors and counselors, who are cognizant of these stages will be more 

mindful to the dynamics of what is transpiring inside the hearts and heads and 

lives of people in marital crisis. More importantly, they will be better prepared 

to offer ministry to them in a way that is meaningful and appreciated. 

'See the discussion in (Splinter 1987, 186-88). 



CHAPTER 3 

THE EXAMPLE OF CHRIST AND THE NEW TESTAMENT 
IN DEALING WITH PEOPLE IN NEED 

If there were a motto that Jesus seemed to live by and model His 

ministry around, it would be the words of Isaiah 42:3: "A bruised reed [the 

Lord] will not break, and a smoldering wick he will not snuff out." There is 

much that pastors and churches can learn about dealing with people in crisis 

and need by looking at techniques and approaches used by Jesus. 

This chapter will not deal in particular with the "theological" and 

"hermeneutical issues" surrounding the topic of divorce, but will focus on the 

broader approach and attitude that the church and its pastors should 

demonstrate and develop if they would follow Jesus' and the New Testament's 

example. Many books are available to pursue those concerns.' 

H. Norman Wright (1985), in Chapter 3 of his book, Crisis Counseling:  

Helping People in Crisis and Stress, outlines some of the basic approaches that 

were characteristic in Je.sus' dealing with people. His insights are worth 

relating in detail: 

One important observation we can make about Jesus' approach to 
counseling is that His work with people was a process. He did not see them 
for just a few minutes during an appointment. He spent time helping them 
work through life's difficulties in an in-depth manner. He saw people not 
only with their problems, but with their potential and hopes as well. 

'Among those that I found most helpful and worthy of keeping in the pastor's or church's library 
were: And Marries Another: Divorce and Remarriage in the Teaching of the New Testament (Keener 
1991); Divorce and Remarriage: Four Christian Views (House 1990); A Report: Divorce and Remarriage:  
An Exegetical Study (Commission on Theology and Church Relations of the Lutheran Church--Missouri 
Synod's November 1987); Divorce and Remarriage: Recovering the Biblical View (Luck 1987)• What 
About Divorce? (Zodhiates 1984); May I Divorce & Remarry? (Zodhiates 1984); Marriage. Divorce and  
Remarriage in the Bible (Adams 1980); Divorce (Murray 1953). 
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A basic characteristic of Jesus' approach was His compassion for 
others. We see His compassion expressed in Mark 8:2: "I feel compassion 
for the multitude because they have remained with Me now three days, and 
have nothing to eat." Another passage showing His compassion is Mark 
6:34:/ "And disembarking, He saw a great multitude, and He felt 
compassion for them because they were like sheep without a shepherd; and 
He began to teach them many things." His concern was to alleviate 
suffering and meet the needs of the people. 

When Jesus first met people, He accepted them as they were. In other 
words, He believed in them and what they would become. The character-
istic of acceptance is seen in John 4, John 8, and Luke 19. When Jesus met 
the woman at the well, he accepted her as she was without condemning her. 
He accepted the woman caught in adultery and Zacchaeus, the dishonest 
tax collector, as well. 

Individuals were Jesus' top priority. He established this priority and 
gave them worth by putting their needs before the rules and regulations the 
religious leaders had constructed. He involved Himself in the lives of people 
who were considered the worst of sinners, and he met them where they had 
a need. In so doing, He helped them elevate their sense of self-worth.. . 

One of the ways in which Jesus gave worth to individuals was by 
showing them their value in God's eyes, by comparing God's care for other 
creatures with God's care for them: "Are not two sparrows sold for a cent? 
And yet not one of them will fall to the ground apart from your Father" 
(Matt. 10:29). At'the heart of many people's problems is a low self-concept 
or feeling of lack of worth. Helping a person discover his personal worth 
because of who God is and what He has done for us helps to stabilize the 
person. 

Another characteristic of Jesus' ministry was His ability to see the 
needs. of individuals and speak directly to them, regardless of what they 
might have brought to His attention. We see discernment in the example of 
Nicodemus' coming to Jesus during the night. Whatever might have been 
his reason for wanting to talk with Jesus at that time, Jesus discerned 
Nicodemus' real probleni and confronted him with the need to be born 
again. .. 

Another characteristic of Jesus' approach was that He spoke with 
authority. He was not hesitant, backward, or bashful, but authoritative: 
"For He was teaching them as one having authority, and not as their 
scribes" (Matt. 7:29). . . (Wright 1985, 26-27, 29). 

It is very clear from the examples found in the four Gospels that Jesus 

purposely surrounded Himself with those whom society regarded as outcasts, 

undesirables, or "sinners" (Luke 15:2; Mark 2:15; Matthew 9:11). He was not 
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ashamed to be found in the company and receive the support of people who had 

to overcome significant personal problems. Consider the interesting and 

revealing comment found in Luke 8:2: "The Twelve were with [Jesus], and also 

some women who had been cured of evil spirits and diseases: Mary (called  

Magdalene) from whom seven demons had come out; . . and many others. 

These women were helping to support them out of their-  own means." 

Jesus made it very clear that it is to people such as these, whose lives 

are confused, compliCated, and complex, that His ministry was directed. In 

fact, only those who recognized their needs, whether spiritual, physical, or 

social, and admitted them, could be counted among'His clientele: "It is not the 

healthy who need a doctor," Jesus said, "but the sick. But go and learn what 

this means: 'I desire mercy, not sacrifice.' For I have not come to call the 

righteous, but sinners" (Matthew 9:12-13). 

Mercy was the prevailing attitude that Jesus Himself took toward 

"sinners," particularly those otherwise despised by society. The context of the 

passage above, for example, Matthew and his tax collector friends. The story 

of the "Woman Caught in Adultery" (John 8:2-11) is a similar example which 

offers insight into Jesus' own pattern and practice. 

In that story, a woman was "caught in the act of adultery" (8:4). It was 

presumably an "open and shut case," deserving the Old Testament 

punishment of stoning (cf. Leviticus 20:10; Deuteronomy 22:22). 

Small feels this incident has direct parallels and implications for the way 

the church handles the divorced in its midst. He expounds: 

. . . Jesus tacitly acknowledged the correctness of the accusation and its 
sentence when He indicated that they should proceed to execute the 
sentence by stoning her. Then He added a condition that her accusers could 
not fulfill: "Let him who is without sin among you be the first to throw a 
stone at her" (v. 7). This was Jesus' first step in preparing the way for the 
woman to be released from her accusers and made subject to the forgiving 
grace He would proffer her. Jesus Himself was the only person present who 
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could fulfill that requirement! When the accusers Blinked away, leaving the 
woman alone with Jesus the Righteous Judge, He said, 'Neither do I con-
demn you; go, and do not sin again" (v. 11). He overturned the case and set 
her free--not free because He disregarded the law or her rightful condemn-
ation under the law. No, He set her free on the basis of forgiving grace. 
Shall we then show less grace and forgiveness than our Lord? (Small 1986, 
127) 

Those who approach the parallel situation of divorce as a "black and 

white" breach of God's Law, which must correspondingly be countered 

"according to the letter of the law," need only look at other situations in which 

Jesus pointed to a higher law. In Luke 6 we find recorded two incidents where 

Jesus and His disciples did that which was unlawful, at least according to the 

Mishnah's application of Exodus 34:21. 

In the first instance, the disciples of Jesus picked grain from the fields 

and ate them on the Sabbath Day. When confronted by the Pharisees for this 

unlawful behavior, Jesus pointed out to them the example of David and his 

companions (I Samuel 21:1-6) , who, in desperate need, had entered "the house 

of God" and eaten the "consecrated bread" reserved for the priests to eat (6:4). 

Jesus countered the complaint of the Pharisees with a most startling 

declaration. He made it clear that He who stood before them was not "under 

the Law," but actually its Source and Authority: "The Son of Man is Lord of 

the Sabbath" (6:5). 

As if that weren't enough to drive home the point, that episode is 

followed immediately in Luke by a companion story of Jesus healing a man 

with a withered hand, again, on the Sabbath Day. Luke's account of this 

miracle, as well as Mark's (Chapter 3:1-6) omits the direct question put to 

Jesus by the Pharisees: "Is it lawful to heal on the Sabbath" (Matthew 12:10)? 

Instead, Luke emphasizes clearly Christ's divinity and His controlling of the 

situation, once again, to make a broader and deeper point: "But Jesus knew 
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what they [the Pharisees] were thinking and said to the man with the shriveled 

hand, 'Get up and stand in front of everyone" (Luke 6:8). ' - 

Jesus then turned to the Pharisees -and said to them: "I ask you, which 

is lawful on the Sabbath: to do good or to do evil, to save life or to destroy it? 

(6:9). The question was more rhetorical, meant to expose the hypocrisy and 

hard-heartedness of the- Pharisees' hearts. In Matthew's account of this same 

healing.(Matthew 12:9-14), we have the inclusion of an additional rhetorical 

question directed at the Pharisees: "If any of you has a sheep and it falls into a 

pit on the Sabbath, will you not take hold of it and lift it out? How much more 

valuable is a man than a sheep! Therefore it is lawful to do good on the 

Sabbath" (vv. 11-12). Jesus then answers His questions by healing the man. 

Richards uses this pericope as argument against those who would 

categorically deny anyone the right to remarry after divorce. His comments 

apply in general to whether the church will approach the issues of divorce and 

remarriage from the legal approach or grace approach. He comments: 

The right question is [not "Is it lawful?" but rather] this: Is there any 
way to heal the hurt of broken commitments? Is there any way to restore 
shattered hopes and fan the ashes of love? And to this question Jesus has 
already given his answer! 

Yes! 

Yes, there is a way. It is the way of greatness, the way of living with 
each other as little ones [Matthew 18:3-4]. Healing can be found as we set 
aside anger and are reconciled to our loved ones with joy. Healing can come 
as we bring our hurts into the open, and let forgiveness wash away the 
bitterness and pain. Healing can come as we extend to others the 
forgiveness we have received from God. • 

This is the right question. Not, "Is it lawful?" But, "Is there healing?" 

But the Pharisees did not ask the right question. And all too often we fail 
to ask that question ourselves. We too become bound in our legalism. We 
debate divorce and decry remarriage and become insensitive to the broken 
hearts of those to whom God would hold out hope. Mercy. And not sacrifice. 
This is the way of Christ (Richards 1981, 37-38). 
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The challenge for the church in responding in a manner that reflects the 

Lord Jesus Christ's handling of the Law is to avoid both the Scylla of anti-

nomianism and the Charybdis of legalism. The church, following Jesus, must 

firmly proclaim both the demand and need for unequivocal repentance 

("Repent . ."; ' cf. Luke 13:14), while at the same time never failing to include 

and press home what follows (". . . and believe the Good News" - Mark 1:15). 

The Johannine parallel to the Law/Gospel tandem, perhaps is best 

summed up in John 1:17: "For the law was given through Moses; grace and 

truth came through Jesus Christ." "Grace" does not abrogate and nullify 

"truth," which certainly must encompass what we would call "Law," but grants 

an entirely new status and condition where none existed before: "Yet to all.who 

received [Jesus Christ], to those who believed in his name, he gave the right to 

become children of God--children born not of natural descent, nor of human 

decision or a husband's will, but born of God" (John 1:12-13). 

There is no getting around the tension between, for example, the 

absolutist, legal stance that Jegus seems to take in the Sermon on the Mount 

(". . . not the smallest letter, not the least stroke of a pen, will by any means  

disappear from the Law until everything is accomplished. . . I tell you that 

unless your righteousneis surpasses that of the Pharisees and the teachers of 

the law, you will certainly not enter the kingdom of heaven" [Matthew 5:18, 

20]) and the grace He won as a free gift for all ("It is finished" . . . "It has been  

accomplished" [John 19:30]; "The Lord [God's Messiah] is our righteousness  

[Jeremiah 23:6]). Human efforts can never "get around" the Law, only Christ's 

efforts can "cut right through it." The Pauline treatment of this paradox, it 

might be noted, is dealt with in Romans 7 (particularly vv. 7-13) and Romans 8 

(particularly vv. 1-4). 
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Jesus' approach was not just a grace/mercy approach, but also a 

personal one. Even though Jesus on numerous occasions ministered to large 

throngslof people, He never lost the personal touch. Compare, for example, 

Matthew 13:2 with John 3:2. Preaching to the masses may have been an 

efficient use of His limited time, but Jesus never lost sight of the value of the 

angle soul. His commitment to individuals, no matter the sacrifice or cost, is 

clearly revealed in His "Parables of the Lost Sheep, Lost Coin, Lost Son" (Luke 

15; cf. Ezekiel 34:15-16 for the Old Testament antecedent to the Shepherd-

sheep parables of the Gospels). 

In all three of those parables we learn that the church's efforts require, 

among other things, sacrifice (". . . [the shepherd] joyfully puts [the sheep] on 

his shoulders and goes home. . ." - v. 5), diligence ("Does she not light a lamp, 

sweep the house and search carefully until she finds it?" - v. 8) and patient 

waiting ("But while [the younger son] was a long way off, his father saw him 

and was filled with compassion for him" - v. 20b). Likewise, the message for 

the church, pictured in Luke 15 as a "flock," a "community of friends and 

neighbors," and a "family," is that it needs to be redemptive, restorative, and, 

finally, rejoicing. 

As the church approaches those whose lives have been disrupted by 

divorce, even if fully convinced that they are the ones primarily at fault, it 

should look beyond their failure to the future God would have for them. It 

should resist the human inclination to stand apart and be judgmental, 

censorious, condemnatory. 

Instead, the church should stand with people as it exercises true 

discipline that is committed, concerned, and facilitative to genuine restoration. 

This was what Jesus Himself did in His handling of His disciples and, 

especially, Peter (cf. Luke 22:31-32; John 21:15-19). 
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In this regard, one of the most common misunderstandings and 

misapplications of biblical truth revolves around Jesus' command: "Do not 

judge . ..." (Matthew 7:1 = Luke 6:37a). On the one hand, it has become a 

handy, knee-jerk shibboleth for those who would deny the church and its 

ministry the legitimate role of spiritual oversight and spiritual discipline. 

On the other hand, its misunderstanding has, as Frederick Dale Bruner 

points out, "often been used as a cover for moral laxity, for indifference to evil, 

and for toleration of falsehood" (Bruner 1987, 274). Rather than offer genuine 

correction (not castigation) and needed counsel (not condemnation) many 

Christians simply surrender the higher moral ground. 

There are many instances faced by the Church, including situations 

where church members choose divorce as the solution to their marital 

problems, where biblical judgement must be rendered, and compassionate, 

biblical discipline exercised. A correct interpretation of Matthew 7:1 not only 

allows it, but demands it. . 

Bruner's exegesis of this portion of Scripture is cogent and correct. He 

properly observes: 

[The statement "Don't judge"] certainly does not mean "do not have 
discernment" or "do not think," for [Matthew 7:6 which follows] will 
immediately ask us to discern "dogs" and "pigs" from whom to keep the 
Word, and the Warnings at the end of the chapter [7:13-29] will tell us that 
we can and must discern false from true prophets by their fruit. All 
discernment involves the formation of judgements. . . We are forbidden . . . 
damning, not discerning . . . (Bruner 1987, 272). 

. Bruner continues: "The judgment we are asked to surrender is the 

judgment of condemnation . . . We are not to make fmal judgments on anyone, 

to speak assuredly of people's real character, to pretend that we know God's 

verdict on otheipeople's lives at the fmal judgment" (Bruner 1987, 272). 

All of this has direct application to the treatment of those in our midst, 

including the divorced, whose behavior or status is suspect by some in the 
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church whose moral earnestness would lead them to dispense the wrong kind of 

remedy.. To such Bruner warns: "We sometimes think we have the responsi-

bility to disburse disesteem in the measure we feel people deserve, and we 

think these disbursals contribute to social equilibrium and justice. For with 

signs of disapproval the wayward are chastened. But this command tells us to 

beware of our calculus. Jesus' words amount to an attack on perfectionism" 

(Bruner 1987, 273). 

The Christian who reads Matthew 7:1 rightly approaches these issues 

from a different perspective: Law and Gospel. "The disciple," writes Martin 

Franzmann, "lives under the Beatitudes; he derives his existence from God the 

Giver and has become the instrument and vehicle of divine giving. If he 

assumes the role of God the Judge, he forfeits God the Giver and must face the 

Judge: 'For with the judgment you pronounce you will be judged, and the 

measure you give will be the measure you get [7:2]'" (Franzmann 1961, 59-60). 

What role then is proper for concerned Christians who want to be 

faithful to Christ's words and follow His lead? Franzmann continues: 

[Disciples], as the light of the world, cannot but expose the sins of men.. . 
They must call men to repentance, and every call to repentance involves a 
judgment on sin. But the call on the lips of the disciple comes not from one 
who has ascended God's judgment throne and sits there as a judge of men 
but. from one who has stood before that throne and heard himself 
condemned by God's verdict and then has, in his condemnation and beggary, 
heard God's Nevertheless of acquittal: "Nevertheless I will be thy gracious 
King." The disciples' characteristic act is that of the repentant man calling 
his fellow sinner to repentance, and the accent is on forgiveness. The goal of 
the disciple's activity is the removal of the speck from his brother's eye--
after he has removed the log from his own [7:3-5] (Franzmann 1961, 60). 

Over and over again in the Gospels, we see that careful application of 

both Law and Gospel, judgment and grace, applied by Jesus to the hard of 

heart, as well as the broken in spirit, the "high and the mighty," as well as the 

"low and powerless." Even to those who would ignore Hid counsel and spurn 
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His call, Jesus still looked beyond their rejection. Jesus' confrontation with the 

"rich young:man" (Mark 10:17-23) in many ways epitomizes and goes to the 

heart of His stance toward sinners: "Jesus looked at him and [still] loved him" 

(v. 21). 

When we turn to the rest of the New Testament, we see the same 

redemptive, restorative attitude that Jesus reflected repeated and reinforced. 

St. Paul, for one, clearly recognized that God can rescue and "recycle" even 

former "blasphemers 'and persecutors." "I was shown mercy," St. Paul writes 

with an enormous sense of gratitude, as well as unworthiness, "because I acted 

in ignorance and unbelief' (I Timothy 1:13). 

Many of our members who have gone through divorce, no doubt, would 

admit the same thing, even though it may take a protracted interval of time 

before they reach such a conclusion and perspective. They, too, may have 

acted in ignorance and unbelief and a whole lot more: confusion, pain, 

desperation, anger, etc. All of these together cannot nullify the restorative 

power of God and the reconciling goal of the Gospel, but if God wasn't finished 

with St. Paul yet, then we should not give up too quickly on those who likewise 

have fallen short. We should not reject the divorced in our midst as examples 

of human failures, but receive them as people through whom God's power can 

yet be made manifest. 

As St. Paul goes on to relate, "Here is a trustworthy saying that 

deserves full acceptance: Christ Jesus came into the world to save sinners--of 

whom I am the worst. But for that very reason I was shown mercy so that in 

me, the worst of sinners, Christ Jesus might display his unlimited patience as 

an example for those who would believe on him and receive eternal life" (I 

Tithothy 1:14-16). 



42 

To whom do we direct our ministry: only the strong, the pure, the 

proper, namely, those who enhance our congregational image or model our 

goals? The New Testament contains repeated rebukes and emphatic 

admonishments directed against those who would treat certain members of the 

Body of Christ. as second-class citizens. 

James addresses this problem as it related to-one looked-down-upon 

segment of the church of his day, the "poor." "My brothers," James writes, "as 

believers in our glorious Lord Jesus Christ, don't show favoritism" (James 2:1). 

He then gives some specific examples of how favoritism manifested itself back 

then. 

Using what was probably a not-so-hypothetical example, James 

illustrates what he meant this way: 

Suppose a man comes into your meeting wearing a gold ring and fine 
clothes, and a poor man in shabby clothes also comes in. If you show 
special attention to the man wearing fine clothes and say, 'Here's a good 
seat for you,' but say to the poor man, 'You stand there' or 'Sit on the floor 
by my feet,' have you not discriminated among yourselves and become 
judges with evil thoughts? Listen, my dear brothers: Has not God chosen 
those who are poor in the eyes of the world to be rich in faith and to inherit 
the kingdom he promised those who love him? But you have insulted the 
poor. . . If you really keep the royal law- found in Scripture, 'Love your 
neighbor as yourself,' you are doing right. But if you show favoritism, you 
sin and are convicted by the law as lawbreakers" (James 2:2-5, 8-9). 

It does not take much imagination to translate some of those actions 

into contemporary illustrations of prejudice and discrimination, conscious or 

otherwise, against divorced members in some churches. An example might be 

not allowing divorced members to serve in any leadership capacities, but 

keeping them out of sight. 

The church should make all classes and caliber of people feel valuable, 

important, and equally welcome. As St. Paul reminds Christians, "God does 

not judge by external appearances" (Galatians 2:6). 
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This truth was put to its most severe test when the salient issue 

became the entrance and full acceptance of Gentiles into the Early Church. It 

took a dramatic occurrence, a special vision granted Peter (Acts 10), before he 

recognized that an age-old antipathy and long-standing barrier between Jew 

and Gentile had been demolished by God. And, according to Galatians 2:11-13, 

the lesson learned subsequently needed repeating and reminding! 

St. Peter summarized the lesson he learned from his "Vision of the Sheet 

Containing 'Unclean Animals" (Acts 10:9-16) this way to the Gentile 

centurion, Cornelius, along with his invited "family and close friends": "You are 

well aware that it is against our law for a Jew to associate with a Gentile or 

visit him. But God has shown me that I should not call any man impure or 

unclean. . . I now realize how true it is that God does not show favoritism but 

accepts men from every nation who fear him and do what is right" (Acts 10:28, 

34-35). 

In many churches the divorced are made to feel "unclean," bearing the 

"Scarlet Letter," the "Big D," over their chest. They need to be accepted as 

persons for whom Christ died, persons who need the "good news of peace 

through Jesus Christ, who is Lord of all" (10:36) like everyone else, even when 

their past life choices and behavior may not have been legitimate and 

defensible. 

St. Paul in Romans 14 and 15, along with parallels in I Corinthians 8 

and 10, establishes similar principles in his discussions about the "weaker" 

brother. It may not always be safe or appropriate to draw parallels from 

situations that, on the surface, seem far removed from current concerns and 

issues: those who "stick" to observing Jewish dietary laws and those who 

"don't stick" to their marriages! It is still possible, though, to try to derive 

enduring principles that can be applied to modern contexts. 
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"Accept him whose faith is weak, without passing judgment on dis-

putable matters," St. Paul admonishes (Romans 14:1). He then goes on to 

chide the "strong" brother who sets himself up as "master" and "judge" of the 

"weak" brother: "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.. . 

So then, each of us will give an account of himself to God. Therefore let us stop 

passing judgment on one another. Instead, make up your mind not to put any 

stumbling block or obstacle in your brother's way" (14:10-13). 

It must be pointed out that the context of Paul's remarks had direct 

reference to "disputable matters," what theologians call "adiaphora," i.e. things 

neither commanded nor forbidden by God. There are some things about 

marital disruption and divorce that are not in dispute and, therefore, demand 

proper judgment and reproof. Infidelity, promiscuity, abuse, recrimination, an 

unforgiving spirit, etc. are not "disputable matters." 

However, Christians need to remember that God is the ultimate and 

only infallible Judge, and there are many things within people's hearts that we 

have no authority or expertise to judge. See above the remarks on Matthew 

7:1. 

There are many circumstances and situations that are not "black and 

white," where Christians may have valid disputes or differences of opinion. It 

is the attitude toward the weaker brother that is the focus here, as well as the 

goal toward which our actions should strive, namely, to win them over or win 

them back. 

St. Paul highlights both of these when he continues his discussion by 

saying, "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" (Romans 15:1-2). This is certainly what St. Paul also had in mind 


