
Good Relationships
Romans 1:8-15

The value of good relationships.  In broad terms, I think that is 
the most important lesson I’ve learned through the past decade or 
so of my life.  Early in my life, education and preparation for the 
future were important.  And experience.  My seminary training 
was vital, and profitable for me is so many ways.  Along with 
numerous opportunities for ministry.  As a minister, it has always 
been important to have good theology, good doctrine.Consistency 
and faithfulness.  But as I’ve grown older, I have come to 
understand the priority of good relationships.  The necessity of 
friendship.  Especially as I see so many people fail to learn that 
lesson and take for granted their relationships with other people.  
Or become manipulative or abusive in those relationships, 
domineering or controlling in relationship to others, failing to 
understand and to practice what it means to love one another.

So as we begin to study this great book that Paul is writing to 
the Romans, I want to stress at the outset what he emphasizes 
about good relationships in these introductory verses.  If you 
remember from a couple weeks ago, I stressed that in his 
apostolic introduction, his emphasis was upon his identity as a 
bondservant, a slave, called by God and set apart for that very 
purpose.  So there is nothing here about himself or his own glory.  
There is nothing of the modern phenomenon of what we have 
come to define as narcissism.  There is no self-love or self-
advancement here.  No self-focus at all.  This is not about Paul.  
Instead, it is about those people to whom he is writing, the people 
whom he has come to know and love.  What takes center stage, 
before all the doctrinal foundations of the gospel that he will be 
proclaiming to the Romans, before all the practical and pastoral 
applications he will give them, what is prominent first of all are 
these expressions of good relationships.

When I first preached through this book of Romans, over 20 
years ago now, I’m sure that in my mind what was crucial to 
emphasize was the systematic expression of true, faithful biblical 
doctrine and teaching.  I remember the church I served at the 
time really needing that sort of emphasis and foundation.  For 
myself, I remember a long series of sermons from Romans which 
I listened to as a church member before going to seminary, and I 
still remember how profitable that was for my life and for my 
understanding of the Bible, for a foundation in good, solid, faithful 
biblical doctrine.  But before we get to any of that here in this 
book, the focus of the apostle is upon good relationships.  And I 
want to stress that very appropriate priority this morning.  So we 
begin with Paul’s word “first,” in verse 8.

v.8

What is emphasized in that verse, as a matter of first priority, 
is that,

I. GOOD RELATIONSHIPS ARE BUILT UPON GRATITUDE 
TO GOD.

“I thank my God through Jesus Christ for you all.”  What 
wonderful words.  What encouraging words.  What edifying 
words.  Words that express,

A. Thanksgiving to God for others.
Let me make a very practical and personal suggestion and 

application for you all this morning.  I would urge you to use these 
words in your conversations with other people.  And about other 
people.  Use these words naturally, sincerely, and in whatever 
form is most appropriate.  In your relationships with one another, 
learn to express this sort of thing, especially if you are prone to 
being overly negative and critical.  “I thank my God through Jesus 
Christ for you all.”
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There is a lot of talk in our culture of self-image and self-
esteem, and a lot of emphasis on being positive, and some of that 
can become harmful.  Sometimes we are prone just to promote 
other’s pride and sense of importance.  Or we go to the opposite 
extreme in order to avoid stimulating any sense of vanity in 
others, and go without praise and compliments.  That’s so 
harmful, so devastating to those whose hearts are sensitive.  So 
you don’t have to offer words of flattery, as that would wrong in 
and of itself.  You don’t have to figure out exactly what you want 
to say, just express thanksgiving to God for others.  And express 
it to them!  Parents, to your children.  And vice versa.  Husbands 
and wives.  Along with friends.  And one another here at church.

I can promise you, the expression of those words will be 
beneficial in your relationships with others.  “I thank my God 
through Jesus Christ for you all.”  As I preach this morning, I can 
surely express those words to you with much sincerity.  As I 
complete this week five years now in this pulpit, ministering the 
gospel to you, I can say very sincerely, “I thank my God through 
Jesus Christ for you all.”  I remember the joy I had when I first 
came, the eager and earnest reception you gave to me and to my 
ministry, and then to my family.  This has been such a very fruitful 
season of my life, and a very enjoyable one after such a hard time 
previously.  It is not hard for me to feel the meaning of these 
words, and to express them publicly.  “I thank my God through 
Jesus Christ for you all.”

Notice, then, a bit more specifically, what Paul identifies as the 
object of thanksgiving, namely,

B. The testimony of a lively faith.
He gives thanks for that which is most important, namely the 

things of the Lord.  What Paul chooses to identify as the object of 
his gratitude to God is the faith of the people of the church in 

Rome.
v.8

Isn’t that such an encouraging and edifying comment?  Isn’t 
that the best way to praise and honor someone else, all the while 
giving God the glory?  I say that because too often, with a false 
humility, there are people who are simply critical, overly critical.  
And they might convince themselves that anything else is just 
flattery.  Some people need to learn how to do this.  Some 
parents need to learn how to do this.  Some pastors need to learn 
how to do this.  Some husbands and wives need to learn how to 
do this.  Many individual people need to learn how to do this, how 
to build good relationships with others, based on appropriately 
edifying praise and thanksgiving offered to God for those very 
people.  And they need to learn how to express it. 

Along with,

C. The commitment of faithful prayer.
v.9

It is too easy to say to people, “I will pray for you.”  It is too 
easy to say those words and then not do it!  But it is so 
encouraging when you do say those words and also do it!  Paul is 
seeking to express his sincerely in just that context here, even 
taking an oath, calling God as his witness.  And he isn’t boasting 
about being spiritual, those these words could come across that 
way if he were open to the accusation of spiritual pride.  But the 
reputation of his life is genuine enough that the words would be 
taken seriously.  With appreciation.  They are very earnest words 
expressing a deep commitment, a commitment you and I should 
be willing to make with respect to one another.

v.9
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There is more to say about Paul’s introduction to these Roman 
believers, specifically regarding his desire to visit them in person.  
And typically, good relationships require that sort of intimacy—
visiting one another in person.

II. GOOD RELATIONSHIPS ARE BUILT UPON PERSONAL 
FELLOWSHIP.

Friends ought not to be a category of a relationship defined by 
Facebook!  I have always disliked FaceBook, and with each 
passing year I dislike it more.  At best, it is a tool for 
communication, but it’s great danger is this, that friends ought not 
to be flattened or trivialized to refer to a casual acquaintance.  
Friends aren’t made by the click of a mouse, nor is the process of 
“unfriending” something that can be done on a whim.  The good 
relationship of friendship requires face to face engagement.  So 
Paul emphasizes,

A. The priority of being together.
Don’t forget, Paul is writing in an age when travel was very 

difficult.   No cars or trains.  Certainly no airplanes.  Just long 
journeys on foot, or by horse drawn carriage.  And yet, even in 
that day, he stresses the importance of a personal visit.  It’s really 
quite amazing.

v.10

He knows God is sovereign.  He knows that he has to couch 
his plans for the future in terms of submission to the will of God, 
that secret will of his providence that is unknown ahead of time.  
God doesn’t tell us his secret will with regard to the future, but 
Paul nonetheless makes his plans and priorities known.  He 
wants to visit the believers at Rome.

And he wants them to know that he has had that priority for 
quite awhile, but hasn’t been able to fulfill it.  He has been 

hindered, he declares.  Prohibited by the circumstances of God’s 
providence, but not because of his own neglect or disinterest.

v.13

I want to preserve and promote this positive sense of being 
together, which is so applicable in this day of COVID restrictions.  
Clearly, there are times when wisdom would mean caution with 
respect to the dangers of infection, especially for those with 
underlying health concerns that would mean a greater risk of the 
likelihood of very serious or even fatal complications from COVID.  
So those at greatest risk determine to remain at home rather than 
gather together for worship.  For those who are infected, such 
caution also means that to love others you would not 
unnecessarily put them at risk by your very presence.  

But with that reasonable caution, we still want to preserve the 
benefit of meeting together as we are doing today.  But I don’t 
want that to become a legalistic or simplistic obligation that is 
isolated from the intentions and desires of the heart.  The reason 
why meeting together is so important is because it is so good and 
so healthy for our relationships with one another.  So we read,

Heb. 10:24  “And let us consider one another in order to stir up 
love and good works, 25 not forsaking the assembling of 
ourselves together, as is the manner of some, but exhorting one 
another, and so much the more as you see the Day approaching.”

But just being here isn’t enough.  It’s not just an external thing, 
and certainly not a mere legalistic requirement just to show up for 
church.  Paul makes it personal.  His emphasis is upon,

B. The value of mutual encouragement.
v.11-12

Remember, Paul is an apostle.  He is the servant of God, he is 
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the minister of the gospel.  And he is the one called by God to 
impart gifts to others.  His role was to function as the one upon 
whose foundation the church would be built and establish.  He 
was the important one.  But he goes out of his way to avoid any of 
those emphases in his relationships with the people at Rome.  He 
did come to them as an apostle, to impart to them “some spiritual 
gift, so that [they] would be established,” but look at what he 
writes immediately after that.

v.12

That I may be encouraged together with you!  You see, he 
preserved a sense of his equality with the  people at Rome.  He 
preserved a sense of his mutual obligation with them, not just a 
sense of his own importance.  It was a very humble thing to write, 
a very humble spirit of his heart, this willingness to related to them 
mutually, to relate to them as equals.

Paul does teach about relationships in which there is authority 
of one party over another, relationships in which one party is 
called to submit to the other in honor and obedience.  
Relationships in families and in the church, and for that matter, in 
the context of civil authorities.  But those relationships don’t 
cancel out the category of equals.  I believe we don’t emphasize 
that category of equals enough, that mutuality of relationship in 
which we are to “submit to one another,” as Paul writes in 
Ephesians 5 just before he teaches about the relationships of 
husbands and wives.  There are, in fact, far more references in 
Scripture to those so-called one-another commands.  Far more 
places we read about our relationships as equals, our 
responsibilities to one another, our mutual responsibilities

And Paul is emphasizing that here.  Even as an apostle, 
separated to the gospel of God, called by God to be the servant 
to the Gentiles, still, in his humility, he addresses the people at 

Rome with a reference and reminder of mutual encouragement.  
It goes both ways.  He is a minister to them, a minister of the 
encouragement of the gospel.  But he gains an encouragement 
from them as well, “that I may be encouraged together with you 
by the mutual faith both of you and me.”

Sadly, I know some ministers of the gospel, some pastors, 
who know nothing of this sense of equality and mutual 
encouragement.  They see themselves as the ones in authority, 
the important ones, always.  In every situation, every 
conversation, every occasion.  I have known husbands like that.  
And fathers.  Employers, and rulers among the civil authorities.  
They only know the hierarchy of their own authority and the 
required submission of those under their authority.  

Unfortunately, that by itself does not promote the sort of 
healthy relationships that Paul is reflecting here, “that I may be 
encouraged together with you by the mutual faith both of you and 
me.”

That is the relationship I want to have with you as your pastor.  
I do exercise authority in the church, ordained by God to do so.  
There are times when that exercise of authority is prominent.  It 
has to be.  Whether in reference to rather mundane matters that 
still require the effective leadership of decision-making, or in 
reference to weighty matters of eternal destiny, when I with the 
other elders have to exercise the keys of the kingdom of heaven 
in terms of church discipline.  There are occasions for such 
exercise of authority, good and necessary occasions.  But not 
every occasion.  Not every conversation, every personal 
interaction.  And woe to me, woe to this church, if I every fail to 
understand and pursue to goal of the pursuit of mutual 
encouragement in the faith, “that I may be encouraged together 
with you by the mutual faith both of you and me.”
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So it should be in all our relationships with one another.  This 
is the goal of Christian friendship and true godly fellowship, that 
we may be encouraged together with one another by our mutual 
faith.”  So we don’t forsake meeting together, but not just you we 
can boast of perfect attendance.  Instead, the goal is that we 
“consider one another in order to stir up love and good works.”  
So we submit to one another.  We serve one another.  We honor 
one another.  We give preference to one another.  We edify one 
another.  We minister to one another.  We even admonish one 
another.  We love one another.

With this great and overriding purpose,
v.12  “…that is, that I may be encouraged together with you by 

the mutual faith both of you and me.”

One more thing about this focus upon good relationships 
which Paul is stressing here, namely that,

III. RELATIONSHIPS ARE BUILT UPON THE FOCUS OF 
THE GOSPEL.

In other words, Christian friendship.  Christian fellowship.  And 
not in name only, but with a true and sincere sense of the place 
and priority of the gospel in our lives.  Paul never lost that priority.

v.14-15

The first idea there is that,

A. The gospel is for everyone.
As evident and obvious as that might seem to us, this was 

revolutionary in Paul’s day.  The idea that the people of God, the 
true people of the true God, could come from any nation was a 
radical shift in the progressive revelation of God.  Before Jesus, 
the people of God were the people of Israel.  To become one of 
the children of God you had to become a citizen of Israel.  But no 

longer.  And the focus of Paul’s ministry is to make that clear.  The 
gospel is for everyone, Jew and Gentile alike.  And Paul is 
obligated, a debtor, to everyone.  Jews and Gentiles.  Greeks and 
barbarians—in other words, cultured and civilized nations and 
those who are much less so.  Those who are educated and those 
who are not, the wise and the unwise, according to verse 14.  

There is no room for prejudice.  No room for discrimination.  
Based on anything, including nationality, education or social 
status, racial identity, or even religious heritage.  This was Paul’s 
message, and the foundation of his ministry of friendship with 
non-Jews!  Don’t forget, that was a lesson he had to learn from 
God directly.  Same with Peter.

Acts 10:24  “And the following day they entered Caesarea. 
Now Cornelius was waiting for them, and had called together his 
relatives and close friends. 25 As Peter was coming in, Cornelius 
met him and fell down at his feet and worshiped him. 26 But Peter 
lifted him up, saying, “Stand up; I myself am also a man.” 27 And 
as he talked with him, he went in and found many who had come 
together. 28 Then he said to them, “You know how unlawful it is 
for a Jewish man to keep company with or go to one of another 
nation. But God has shown me that I should not call any man 
common or unclean.”

Peter learned that lesson when God ended the prohibition on 
clean and unclean foods, as is recorded earlier in Acts 10.

Acts 10:9  “The next day, as they went on their journey and 
drew near the city, Peter went up on the housetop to pray, about 
the sixth hour. 10 Then he became very hungry and wanted to 
eat; but while they made ready, he fell into a trance 11 and saw 
heaven opened and an object like a great sheet bound at the four 
corners, descending to him and let down to the earth. 12 In it 
were all kinds of four-footed animals of the earth, wild beasts, 
creeping things, and birds of the air. 13 And a voice came to him, 
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“Rise, Peter; kill and eat.”  14 But Peter said, “Not so, Lord! For I 
have never eaten anything common or unclean.”  15 And a voice 
spoke to him again the second time, “What God has cleansed you 
must not call common.” 16 This was done three times. And the 
object was taken up into heaven again.”

No one is unclean, prohibited from enjoying the blessings and 
benefits of the gospel.  

Gal. 3:26  “For you are all sons of God through faith in Christ 
Jesus. 27 For as many of you as were baptized into Christ have 
put on Christ. 28 There is neither Jew nor Greek, there is neither 
slave nor free, there is neither male nor female; for you are all 
one in Christ Jesus. 29 And if you are Christ’s, then you are 
Abraham’s seed, and heirs according to the promise.”

Healthy relationships with one another require that mindset, 
that commitment of heart and soul.  The gospel is for everyone.  
And in our healthy relationship with one another, the gospel must 
be at the center.  For Paul that meant,

B. A readiness to preach the gospel.
v.15

He wasn’t desiring to visit Rome merely for a social visit, but to 
minister the gospel to the people who were there.  And I would 
add that even social visits are occasions for the gospel to find a 
central focus.  I don’t expect every conversation that everyone of 
you has over lunch downstairs in a few moments will be  
exclusively tied to discussions of the Bible or spiritual matters.  
But I do wish that every conversation find its center and its 
context in the gospel.  That is to say, not merely restricted to 
secular matters.  Rather, that we would genuinely, earnestly, have 
the goal of mutual encouragement.

For Paul, of course, that meant preaching the gospel to them 
in a direct and formal sense.  For me, when we gather for 
worship, it means the same thing.  Woe is me, again, if I fail to 
present to you the gospel of God from the Word of God.  
Sermons are not a time for the preacher to enthrall you with all his 
good stories and jokes, nor the time for him to impress you with 
his rhetoric and speaking ability.  Rather, the focus of our time 
together, in terms of the sermon, is upon the gospel of Jesus 
Christ which God has revealed to us in the Scriptures of the Old 
and New Testament.  

As long as God gives me breath, that will be my commitment 
among you.  It is my hope that the five years I have served you in 
that way thus far will be but a fraction of the time God gives me to 
complete that work and finish the race assigned to me.  And there 
is, to repeat myself, this great motivation within my heart as I do 
so, “that I may impart to you some spiritual gift, so that you may 
be established— that is, that I may be encouraged together with 
you by the mutual faith both of you and me.”
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