
Relationships
Romans 12:14-16

In my last sermon two weeks ago I emphasized that although I 
would be focusing upon the applications of the gospel to our lives, 
I would not be taking a week off from the gospel, because there is 
no contraction between the great declaration of the promises of 
God and the applications of those promises to our daily lives.  
And all of those applications come after that word in English, 
therefore, a word that refers back to the foundation of the gospel 
itself upon which the applications are based.  And so, here in 
Romans 12, Paul defines the Christian life as a living sacrifice 
which we ourselves offer, as he writes in,

v.1  “I beseech you therefore, brethren, by the mercies of God, 
that you present your bodies a living sacrifice, holy, acceptable to 
God.”

Because of God’s mercy shown to you in the gospel, 
therefore, Paul says, here is how you should live.  And he begins 
with the command to love, the duty and obligation to “Let love be 
without hypocrisy,” verse 9.   We studied those verses two weeks 
ago, as verse 9 continues,

v.9  “…Abhor what is evil. Cling to what is good. 10 Be kindly 
affectionate to one another with brotherly love, in honor giving 
preference to one another; 11 not lagging in diligence, fervent in 
spirit, serving the Lord; 12 rejoicing in hope, patient in tribulation, 
continuing steadfastly in prayer; 13 distributing to the needs of the 
saints, given to hospitality.”

Then we come to verses 14-16, a text I have simply labeled 
relationships.  Our relationships with one another actually become 
a test of true faith, they are the demonstration of our faith that 
proves such faith to be real and genuine.

John would put it this way,
1 John 2:9  “He who says he is in the light, and hates his 

brother, is in darkness until now. 10 He who loves his brother 
abides in the light, and there is no cause for stumbling in him. 11 
But he who hates his brother is in darkness and walks in 
darkness, and does not know where he is going, because the 
darkness has blinded his eyes.”

But there are more relationships than just those between 
brothers and sisters.  Life is more complicated than that, and 
people are more complicated than that.  Relationships are more 
complicated than that.  And according to verse 18, we are 
instructed, 

v.18  “If it is possible, as much as depends on you, live 
peaceably with all men.”

But sometimes, that isn’t possible.  It doesn’t just depend on 
you.  But as much as it does depend on you, live peaceably with 
everyone.  Even with those who persecute you, as we read in 
verse 14.  And surely, such people will exist.  That’s our starting 
point this morning,

I. RELATIONSHIPS WITH YOUR ENEMIES.
Jesus is pretty direct about this idea, pointing out the danger 

of thinking that the command to love applies only to your friends, 
but not to your enemies, that you can pick and choose whom you 
will love.  

Mat. 5:43  “You have heard that it was said, You shall love 
your neighbor and hate your enemy.’ 44 But I say to you, love 
your enemies, bless those who curse you, do good to those who 
hate you, and pray for those who spitefully use you and persecute 
you, 45 that you may be sons of your Father in heaven; for He 
makes His sun rise on the evil and on the good, and sends rain 
on the just and on the unjust. 46 For if you love those who love 
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you, what reward have you? Do not even the tax collectors do the 
same? 47 And if you greet your brethren only, what do you do 
more than others? Do not even the tax collectors do so?”

The point is that it is easy to love those who love you, so here 
is the challenge, verse 14, “Bless those who persecute you; bless 
and do not curse.”

Let me state the obvious, for emphasis.  There are people 
who will assume the role of your enemy.  There are people who 
will hate you, who will persecute you.  So Paul clearly gives us,

A.  A realistic acknowledgment of those who will be your 
enemies.

I don’t need to prove that reality to you, but I don’t want to 
ignore it either.  You can’t make people be your friends.  You can’t 
compel people to treat you well, you can’t compel people to live at 
peace with you nor can you compel them to acknowledge their 
own sins and offenses against you.  There is a measure of 
realism there; sadness, to be sure, but still a realistic view of life.  

Unfortunately, there are times that popular Christian teaching 
ignores this reality, ignoring the danger of those who show 
themselves to be enemies.  That intention denial of actual 
enemies places those who have been sinned against in harms 
way, as if it were contrary to the Bible to acknowledge the 
presence of enemies, as if that itself were a matter of hatred. 

The reality is that people who sin against you, people who 
show themselves to be your enemies ARE your enemies.  There 
are those who will persecute you, and they are wrong for doing 
so.  And they seek to cause you harm.  In that context, you may 
become the object of such persecution, the victim of such abuse, 
and in the context here of Romans 12, it is not your fault nor your 

moral responsibility to deny that reality.

The question is, how should you treat those enemies?  They 
may well be your enemies.  You may well have good reason to 
stay away from them, to avoid them in order to avoid the harm 
they would bring you, but you cannot do them evil.  Paul is 
teaching us that there must be in us…

B. The unwillingness to do evil even to your enemies.
The words are plain and straightforward.     
v.14  “Bless those who persecute you; bless and do not 

curse.”

They may still be your enemies, they may still be persecuting 
you or causing you harm.  But that gives you no reason, no 
ground to respond in kind, to curse them in response.

What does it mean to bless them?  I don’t think it means to 
have to deny or ignore the reality of their persecution.  But, at the 
very least, by Paul’s own definition, don’t curse them.  And I don’t 
mean that to be simplistic, but actually quite profound.  I don’t 
believe you have to unilaterally forgive them, or act is if they are 
not actually persecuting you.  In terms of causing harm, you don’t 
have to submit to their harm or make yourself vulnerable to 
additional harm.  But you are called to avoid adding to the enmity.  
They may be your enemies, but you are not to act the part of the 
enemy to them.

Heb. 12:14  “Pursue peace with all people, and holiness, 
without which no one will see the Lord.”

Seek peace, as much as it depends upon you, even with 
those who persecute you.  In other words, bless them.  Or to put it 
negatively, do not curse them.  Do not be evil to them.
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What else is necessary in terms of our relationships with other 
people?  Verse 15 speaks of much more edifying and wholesome 
relationships, where there is peace.  Good relationships, healthy 
and whole relationships such as those we are called to have 
within the  context of the local church family.  And Paul tells us 
two things, related to each other, both of which demonstrate that,

II. RELATIONSHIPS MUST HAVE MUTUAL AFFECTIONS.
In other words,
v.15

Mutual affections.  Not just external associations with one 
another, not just superficial relationships, but mutual affections.  
Shared affections.  We’ve been talking on Wednesday nights 
about the idea of fellowship, or communion.  And this is a large 
part of that.  A connection of heart and soul.  A sharing of our lives 
together, not just externally, but a fellowship together such that we 
rejoice with those who rejoice and weep with those who weep.  
So let’s look at each of those things, both of them.  First,

A. Rejoice with those who rejoice.
That would seem obvious, or easy, but often it is not.  We 

need to enter into the situation and circumstances of other 
people, to share in their affections, their emotions.  And their joy.  
Rejoice with those who rejoice.  Now why is that sometimes hard 
to do or sometimes neglected or overlooked?

Perhaps you just get too busy, or in your business, too self-
absorbed.  Such a danger, one we need to be on guard against 
because often it is not intentional.  But it happens.  You are just 
too busy to invest your delight and happiness in someone else. 
And someone else is all excited about something, wanting to 
rejoice, and you throw a cup of cold water on it.  

Some people are just naturally negative, and they really need 
to be on guard against this danger.  But this verse identifies a 
serious barrier to healthy human relationships and a killer of true 
Christian fellowship—the unwillingness to share in the joys and 
delights of others, to rejoice with those who rejoice.

Sometimes the cause of that is intentional.  Perhaps envy.  It 
can be hard to be happy for someone who has received 
something you want.  And in our age and culture, we are so 
hopelessly self-absorbed that that happens all the time.  We just 
think about our own situation, especially if that situation is difficult.  
We are, all too often, given to a spirit of selfishness.

Sometimes it is even worse than that.  It is spite, as the fallen 
human heart can experience even after conversion.  Or 
bitterness.  The remnants of that old man can still cause the heart 
to be vindictive, to be spiteful, to think evil or wish evil upon 
others, and such dangerous attributes must be actively put to 
death so that we don’t give expression to them.  

So rejoice with those who rejoice.  Join others in their 
circumstances, genuinely and legitimately.  Get your mind off 
yourself.  Stop thinking about your own experiences.  Put yourself 
in someone else’s shoes.  And if they are rejoicing, rejoice with 
them.  And as well,

B. Weep with those who weep.
Now, why is that so difficult?  I think it is because we simply 

don’t want to show such compassion or sympathy because it is 
too much work.  Too much effort or energy required on our part.  
Or, again selfishness, we are too self-absorbed to be sensitive to 
the pains and sufferings of others. 

Paul is not calling for “pity,” in the way that word is typically 
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used today.  The idea is not simply feeling sorry for people, which 
is what is wrong with so much so-called charity today, which can 
amount to little more than arrogant, self-centered, condescending 
and even insulting pity.  Paul isn’t calling us to feel sorry for 
people who seem to be less fortunate than you are.  Rather he is 
calling you to suffer with them.  God is not commanding you to 
help someone alleviate their pain, but that you join them in that 
pain.  That’s compassion.  That’s empathy.  You actually join them 
in their circumstances.  You weep with those who weep.

By all means, don’t ignore someone’s mourning or grief with 
superficial encouragements.  Don’t go to someone who has just 
endured some sort of loss or grief and give them a smiley face 
and the empty encouragement of saying “I know that it will all turn 
out well.”  

Maybe it won’t—and you certainly have no ability to change 
the course of the future.  So don’t give them platitudes, even the 
platitudes of words that are technically true but still not sensitive 
to the reality of pain.  There are even some Scripture verses or 
some hymn verses that can be misused as weapons to club 
someone over the head when they are weeping.  Paul doesn’t 
say tell someone who is crying in pain some spiritual platitude so 
they will stop crying.  Rather, cry with them when it hurts.  And if 
you want to encourage someone with the truth and reality that 
God works all things together for good, then you first need to be 
willing to weep with them in their sorrow.

Weep with those who weep.  Grieve with those who grieve.  
And remember the wise words of,

Prov. 25:20  “Like one who takes away a garment in cold 
weather, And like vinegar on soda, Is one who sings songs to a 
heavy heart.”

Interesting, isn’t it, how uncomfortable we are when people 
are sorrowful and grieving.  I’ve so often heard comments, 
particularly after someone has died, to the effect of, “I really don’t 
know what to say because I’m afraid I might make them cry.”  But 
the Bible just says, just cry with them!

So when someone dies, what often happens?  We because 
uncertain of what to say to someone who is grieving, so we don’t 
say anything.  And if any of you have ever experienced that, you 
know exactly how painful it is.  Of course something you say 
might make them cry.  So cry with them!  Don’t be uncomfortable 
when someone else is moved to tears, and don’t make them 
uncomfortable about doing so.  Just be human with them.  Share 
in their human suffering and sorrow.  And weep with those who 
weep.

It’s called compassion!  Mutual affections, rejoicing who those 
who rejoice and weeping with those who weep.  Then,

v.16
I hope you see how this points to the heart.  It addresses the 

character of your soul.  Your attitude toward others.  Paul speaks 
of the mind.  And the main idea is that in our relationships with 
one another, we must be willing to live in,

III. RELATIONSHIPS AMONG EQUALS.
There are relationships that God’s word defines for us that 

involve the exercise of authority, and the duty of submission.  
Husbands and wives, parents and children, civil magistrates, 
secular employers, and the church itself all have biblical 
definitions for the exercise of authority and submission.  Those 
are necessary, they are good and healthy.

But that pattern of authority and submission doesn’t define all 
of our relationships all of the time.  I find in Scripture quite an 
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emphasis upon what I would call the one-another commands, 
those relationship definitions that include that phrase “one-
another,” beginning of course with “love one another.”  For Jesus’ 
ministry to his disciples, that idea was crucial, central.

John 13:34  “A new commandment I give to you, that you love 
one another; as I have loved you, that you also love one another. 
35 By this all will know that you are My disciples, if you have love 
for one another.”

Paul addresses that here, and remember the words from the 
previous passage,

v.9  “Let love be without hypocrisy. Abhor what is evil. Cling to 
what is good. 10 Be kindly affectionate to one another with 
brotherly love, in honor giving preference to one another.”

Here is verse 16 Paul identifies our relationships with one 
another as relationships among equals.  And so as Christians, 
sharing our lives together, there must be,

A. A commitment to equality.
Again, I’m not denying the proper exercise of authority and 

responsibility for submission.  But I believe that is a subset of this 
greater context of one another.  And Paul simply says, 

v.6  “Be of the same mind toward one another.”

He even writes in Ephesians 5 that as we live out our lives 
together as God’s people, we are to be “submitting to one another 
in the fear of God.”  Verse 21.  

Peter expresses that same commitment to equality in,
1 Peter 5:5  “Likewise you younger people, submit yourselves 

to your elders. Yes, all of you be submissive to one another, and 
be clothed with humility, for “God resists the proud, But gives 
grace to the humble.”

There is, of course, one great example in Scripture of what 
this looks like, one perfect example of what it means to live with 
one another with this commitment to equality.

Phil. 2:5  “Let this mind be in you which was also in Christ 
Jesus, 6 who, being in the form of God, did not consider it robbery 
to be equal with God, 7 but made Himself of no reputation, taking 
the form of a bondservant, and coming in the likeness of men. 8 
And being found in appearance as a man, He humbled Himself 
and became obedient to the point of death, even the death of the 
cross.”

Jesus had all authority on heaven and earth, all authority was 
given to him.  And he took the form of a bondservant.  He made 
himself of no reputation.  “He humbled Himself and became 
obedient to the point of death.”  What does that mean?  Paul had 
just defined what that mean in the previous verses in,

Phil. 2:3  “Let nothing be done through selfish ambition or 
conceit, but in lowliness of mind let each esteem others better 
than himself. 4 Let each of you look out not only for his own 
interests, but also for the interests of others.”

Thus, this commitment to equality, considering others as 
equals, requires humility, lowliness of mind.  And actually, it’s not 
even a relationship among equals—you actually consider others, 
esteem others, better than yourself.  Isn’t that what I just read?

So this is what is absolutely crucial in our human relationships,

B. Humility must be demonstrated to others.
That’s what this whole verse is all about.
v.16

Humility must be demonstrated to one another, and it must 
come from the heart.
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C. Humility must be the character your heart.
It’s not optional.  It’s not something you add on.  It must be at 

the very center and core of your whole existence.  It is at the 
center of our calling as Christians. 

Eph. 4:1  “I, therefore, the prisoner of the Lord, beseech you to 
walk worthy of the calling with which you were called, 2 with all 
lowliness and gentleness, with longsuffering, bearing with one 
another in love, 3 endeavoring to keep the unity of the Spirit in the 
bond of peace.” 

This commitment to humility as the chief characteristic of your 
heart is at the very center of all that Jesus would teach and all 
that he would demonstrate to his disciples by his own life.  Listen 
to Jesus’ own words,

Mat. 23:1 Then Jesus spoke to the multitudes and to His 
disciples, 2 saying: “The scribes and the Pharisees sit in Moses’ 
seat. 3 Therefore whatever they tell you to observe, that observe 
and do, but do not do according to their works; for they say, and 
do not do. 4 For they bind heavy burdens, hard to bear, and lay 
them on men’s shoulders; but they themselves will not move them 
with one of their fingers. 5 But all their works they do to be seen 
by men. They make their phylacteries broad and enlarge the 
borders of their garments. 6 They love the best places at feasts, 
the best seats in the synagogues, 7 greetings in the 
marketplaces, and to be called by men, ‘Rabbi, Rabbi.’ 8 But you, 
do not be called ‘Rabbi’; for One is your Teacher, the Christ, and 
you are all brethren. 9 Do not call anyone on earth your father; for 
One is your Father, He who is in heaven. 10 And do not be called 
teachers; for One is your Teacher, the Christ. 11 But he who is 
greatest among you shall be your servant. 12 And whoever exalts 
himself will be humbled, and he who humbles himself will be 
exalted.”

The same point is so well made in,

Mat. 20:25  “But Jesus called them to Himself and said, “You 
know that the rulers of the Gentiles lord it over them, and those 
who are great exercise authority over them.26  Yet it shall not be 
so among you; but whoever desires to become great among you, 
let him be your servant. 27 And whoever desires to be first among 
you, let him be your slave— 28 just as the Son of Man did not 
come to be served, but to serve, and to give His life a ransom for 
many.”

You see, beloved, all of these things we are studying here with 
regard to our relationships with one another require that you, like 
Jesus, accept and embrace the role of a servant, a bondservant.  
That’s what it means to love one another.  And in that way we 
show ourselves to be Jesus’ disciples.

That is what verse 16 is all about, defining how we ought to 
live in relationship to one another.

v.16  “Be of the same mind toward one another. Do not set 
your mind on high things, but associate with the humble. Do not 
be wise in your own opinion.”   
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