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Across the centuries Christians have disagreed about a vast variety of 

subjects. Disagreements in the worldwide church have included different views on 

how the church should be governed, how to interpret the Bible, which books are in 

the Bible, speaking in tongues, celibacy for clergy, what the cross of Christ means, 

what the Lord’s Supper means, who should be baptized, how they should be 

baptized, pacifism, slavery, predestination, capital punishment, the role of women, 

the use of alcohol, the form of worship, whether God should be depicted in visual 

art, whether the Holy Spirit proceeds from the Father and Son or just from the 

Father, and perhaps most prominently, the color of the carpet. 

The New Testament indicates that disagreement was part of church life from 

the beginning. There was never a church so seamless that threads of disagreement 

did not inhere. The earliest Christians squabbled about whether Gentile converts to 

Christ should be circumcised. They had different views about observing the 

Sabbath day. There were interpersonal disagreements, too. Never has a Christian 

community been devoid of all personality conflict. Euodia and Syntyche had some 

sort of contention in the church at Philippi (Phil 4:2). Paul and Barnabus butted 

heads about whether John Mark was fit to accompany them on a trip (Acts 15:36-
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39). Interpersonal clashes in Corinth were so bad that Christians were taking each 

other to secular court to hash out their grievances (1 Cor 6:1-8). 

In Rom 14:1-15:6, Paul addresses a disagreement among Christians about 

which foods were proper to eat. Given the impact of Jewish food laws on the early 

church, this was no small controversy. Yet Paul suggests that to disagree on this 

topic is fine. He operates on the assumption that some disagreements are to be 

incorporated into church life rather than eliminated from church life. In short, some 

disagreements require neither resolution nor division. In the NIV, Rom 14:1 says, 

“Accept him whose faith is weak, without passing judgment on disputable 

matters.” For Christians, some matters are indeed disputable. We do not have to 

agree on every detail of doctrine and practice in order to have Christian unity. 

It reminds me of a beloved maxim: “In essentials, unity; in non-essentials, 

liberty; in all things, charity.” I have seen this quotation attributed to famous 

theologians including St. Augustine and St. Francis of Assisi, but it actually traces 

to the seventeenth century theologian Marco Antonio de Dominis and his 1617 

work De Repubblica Ecclesiastica. Do you remember that piece? Me neither. But 

listen to its most memorable insight. In essentials, we have unity as Christians. In 

non-essentials, we have liberty to disagree. In all things, we have love for one 

another. How can Christians have disagreement without division? We can follow 
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this rule: “In essentials, unity; in non-essentials, liberty; in all things, charity.” It’s 

brilliant.  

But it has a glaring shortcoming. Namely, disagreement abounds as to which 

matters are essential and which are non-essential. Are the essential matters 

doctrinal or ethical or both? Do they pertain to beliefs about Christ or God or the 

Spirit or creation or salvation or heaven or social concerns? Do they include virtues 

such as peace and love, or aspects of worship such as baptism and the Lord’s 

Supper? Are the essentials found in Bible verses or in creeds? Are they determined 

by popes or bishops or preachers or deacons or by a church vote? Does the vote 

have to be 75% to pass, or a two-thirds majority, or a simple majority? Will it be 

taken by show of hands, or “all in favor, say I,” or by secret ballot?  Here we go 

again.   

But hold on. I think Paul signals two essentials of Christianity in his 

discourse about disagreement in Rom 14:1-15:6. First, he refers to Jesus Christ as 

“Lord.” As N.T. Wright says, “The first major argument of the section…hinges at 

every point on the fact that Jesus is Lord and that God raised him from the dead.” 

In Rom 14:1-12, the Greek term for “Lord” appears ten times.1 Earlier, in Romans 

10, Paul had said, “If you confess with your mouth, ‘Jesus is Lord,’ and believe in 

your heart that God raised him from the dead, you will be saved.” I conclude, 

																																																								
1 N. T. Wright, The Letter to the Romans (Nashville: Abingdon Press,2002), 732-733. 
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therefore, that the lordship of Christ is an essential conviction that unifies 

Christians. Our church constitution seems to agree. It includes only five articles of 

faith, and the first one is: “We affirm ‘Jesus is Lord.’” To call Jesus “Lord” is to 

say that Jesus is the key revelation of God; that Jesus shows us who God is. To call 

Jesus “Lord” is also to say we will follow and obey Jesus as our master. 

I think Paul signals a second essential of Christianity when he says in Rom 

14:15, “If your brother or sister is being injured by what you eat, you are no longer 

walking in love.” Amid Christian disagreement, Paul appeals to the ethic of love. 

A chapter earlier, in Rom 13:9-10, Paul had said that the Ten Commandments and 

all other divine commandments are “summed up in this word, ‘Love your neighbor 

as yourself.’ Love does no wrong to a neighbor; therefore, love is the fulfilling of 

the law.” To love is to extend kindness and take self-sacrificial action for the 

benefit of others. The Christian ethic includes love for other Christians, love for 

neighbors, love for strangers, and love for enemies (Jn 13:34; Mt 22:39; Mt 25:35, 

Mt 5:44). In summary, I think two essentials that unify Christians amid our 

disagreements are the lordship of Christ and the ethic of love. Our core conviction 

is “Jesus is Lord.” Our core conduct is love for others. 

Other Christians, of course, would say there are more essentials, or less 

essentials, or different essentials than these two. Some of you might have a 

different list of essentials. Which begs the question of whether it is okay to 
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disagree with the preacher. Of course, it’s okay to disagree with the preacher! If 

you ever find yourself in a church that prohibits disagreeing with the preacher, I 

would recommend that you find a different church. If you have never disagreed 

with anything I’ve said, my preaching may not be capturing the quality of 

provocation that belongs to the Holy Scriptures and the preaching office.  

Now there are healthy ways and unhealthy ways to disagree with the 

preacher. I read last week about a man who attended a worship service in Georgia. 

During the service, he stood up and extended his middle finger toward the preacher 

and shouted at him. In my view, that is an unhealthy way to express disagreement 

with the preacher, although a Georgia court ruled that the man was operating 

within his First Amendment rights.2 My recommendation is, if you disagree with 

me or any other preacher about something important to you, contact the preacher 

and request a meeting to discuss the subject. 

Not only can Christians disagree with the preacher, they can disagree with 

Sunday School teachers, deacons, committee chairs, and the person beside them on 

the pew. Contrary to popular assumption, disagreement does not entail division. 

Furthermore, disagreement is not necessarily negative. Sometimes it can be 

positive and productive. Prov 27:17 says, “As iron sharpens iron, so one person 

																																																								
2 “Court: Flipping the Bird in Church is Protected Speech,” The Associated Press, October 2, 2017, 
http://www.macon.com/news/state/georgia/article176594291.html [accessed October 14, 2017].  
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sharpens another.” When iron sharpens iron, sparks fly, but nobody gets burned. 

We can sharpen one another as we disagree in love. And we can maintain unity in 

Christ all the while. 

Toward the end of his discourse on disagreement, Paul prays in Rom 15:5-6 

that God would grant Christians to live “in harmony with one another” so that 

“together [we] may with one voice glorify the God and Father of our Lord Jesus 

Christ.” The musical image of harmony is illuminating because harmony can 

happen only when two or more notes disagree. Harmony is beautiful disagreement. 

To create harmony, we need only ensure that everyone is operating in the same 

key. In my view, when we operate in the key of the lordship of Christ and the ethic 

of love, we can disagree beautifully in harmonious communion with one another. 

This is the way to make disagreement productive and not destructive. This is the 

way to allow for nuanced thought and difference of conscience within a healthy, 

unified church. 

Of course, it’s easier to sing in unison than in harmony. It’s easier to agree 

with each other or just avoid each other. This is the case especially when it comes 

our religious convictions, which are often our most dearly held beliefs. Our 

spiritual views are tied to our vision of God and our understanding of morality. It 

can be difficult to disagree well. So, practically speaking, how can we disagree 

with others harmoniously? How can we have healthy differences of opinion with 
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other Christians, and how can we share these differences in honest, mutually 

beneficial communication with one another?  

I would offer a few suggestions. First, we can assume the other party has 

noble motives, rather than casting a suspicious eye upon their motives. 

Second, in the words of Jas 4:11, we can refrain from “speaking evil against 

one another.” In other words, we can avoid ad hominem argumentation, or 

disparaging the character of others. We can also avoid name-calling. It does not 

advance mutual understanding or unity when people call each other “bigots” or 

“libertines,” “fundamentalists” or “liberals,” “idiots” or “jerks.” 

Third, we can construe the opposing position generously. We can genuinely 

grapple with the best version of a different perspective rather than dismissing a 

caricature of it. 

Fourth, we can listen sincerely in order to understand, rather than listening 

rhetorically in order to form counterpoints. We can genuinely seek to understand 

the other person and the other position.  

Fifth, we can welcome the possibility of persuasion with humility. Sometimes 

Christians act as if they couldn’t be wrong. This is odd since 1 Cor 13:9 says, “We 

know only in part,” and Phil 2:8 says the Lord Jesus himself was humble. When 

differing insights are shared and received with humility, perhaps we will be 

persuaded toward a better perspective, or a more nuanced version of our own 
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viewpoint, or a more ethically responsible expression of our own convictions. 

Perhaps the other party will be persuaded likewise. 

Sixth, we can seek face-to-face interaction with those who hold different 

views. I think the lack of face-to-face interaction between ideological opponents is a 

major problem in our society. Engaging in online disagreement is precarious. Just 

read the “comment section” beneath an online article, or check out the vitriolic 

rhetoric on Facebook. Whatever benefits the internet has, it is not the most conducive 

arena for healthy disagreement. It is better to look into the eyes of the other face-to-

face and disagree with our common humanity in plain sight. 

Seventh, we can remember that all people are created in God’s image but 

not all opinions are (Gn 1:26-27). All people are worthy of dignity and respect, but 

not all viewpoints are. We are called to love our neighbors, not our neighbor’s 

perspective. If we reach a fundamental impasse, we can seek to love the other 

person anyhow. We can love our ideological enemies. Comprehensive agreement 

is no prerequisite for Christian unity, nor is it a precondition for Christian love. 

In my view, Christians do well to practice harmonious disagreement on non-

essential matters and to welcome new insights from others that can sharpen our 

own thought and refine our own practice. Humble openness to new insight need 

not compromise our core convictions, which we can hold firmly. In Galatians, for 

example, Paul was not as agreeable to disagreement as he was in Romans. In 
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Galatians, Paul ardently argued for Gentile Christians to refuse circumcision, and 

there were no two ways about it. Galatians was his fiercest and most unbending 

letter. He skips the customary thanksgiving section at the beginning of the letter 

where he normally thanks the church for its faith (Gal 1:1-5; cf., Phil 1:1-5). He 

sternly warns the Galatians against accepting a different gospel (Gal 1:6-9). He 

gets so worked up at one point that he says he wishes the false teachers leading the 

Galatians astray would castrate themselves (Gal 5:12)! Yet in the last line of the 

letter, Gal 6:18, Paul says, “The grace of the Lord Jesus Christ be with your spirit, 

brothers.” The last word of Paul’s most argumentative letter is “brothers.” It’s the 

only final benediction in any of his letters that ends with the term “brothers.” 

Which shows that even amid our most intense arguments, we’re still family. Amen. 

 


