
The Humility of the Strong
Romans 15:1-6

Well, I wonder how many of you were following the news this 
week regarding the verdict in the Johnny Depp/Amber Heard 
defamation trial.  And if you were, I wonder if you are willing to 
admit it.  As for myself, I am generally not very interested in 
entertainment news, the goings-on of movie stars, and I’ve never 
been a fan of Johnny Depp nor have I ever known much at about 
Amber Heard.  But I know that they are among the rich and 
famous, and beautiful, and that they were married to each other 
some years ago.  So I watched the headlines in the desire to be 
conscious and aware of a rather notorious news event in our 
popular culture, one that captured the attention of so many 
people.  The whole affair was, for me, a sad commentary on the 
state of our culture, the state of our country.  Johnny Depp won 
the more significant verdict and is to receive the vast majority of 
the financial settlement awarded as a penalty for the crime of 
defamation.  But Amber Heard won a smaller verdict and a lessor 
financial settlement as well.  

I have no interest in debating the actual verdicts, but I do want 
to note just how horribly these two people treated each as 
husband and wife, and how horribly they treat each other now out 
in the public arena of a civil lawsuit.  At the end of the day, the 
final conclusion might well be they were simply two people who 
abused each other.  They abused and harmed each other during 
the years of their marriage, and they have continued to do so is 
this rather sordid legal battle.  I know enough of the details 
exposed by the trial to know that many of them were horrific, and 
disgusting.  I mention all that this morning in my introduction 
because that celebrity relationship serves as a foil for the type of 
relationships to which we are called by God to have with one 
another.  A great contrast, and no sharper distinction could be 

made to the biblical picture of our relationships with one another 
than what we have observed in these two selfish, indulgent, and 
vindictive people.  

So let’s look at that contrast this morning, still continuing with 
Paul’s reference to the strong and the weak.  The weak are those 
who conscience is constrained in ways that forbid them to do 
certain things, like eat meat.  They ought to be free to partake, but 
they do not have the freedom in the experience of their own 
conscience.  And the strong, in Paul’s definition, are those who 
rightly understand their Christian freedom.  Yet the bulk of his 
instructions do not focus upon the incorrect convictions of the 
weak, but upon the need for the strong to be gracious, to receive 
the weak without judgement or condemnation.  

So we read two weeks ago,
Rom. 14:1  “Receive one who is weak in the faith, but not to 

disputes over doubtful things. 2 For one believes he may eat all 
things, but he who is weak eats only vegetables. 3 Let not him 
who eats despise him who does not eat, and let not him who does 
not eat judge him who eats; for God has received him.”

Then last week, with an emphasis upon the breadth of our 
relationship with one another, we read,

Rom. 14:19  “Therefore let us pursue the things which make 
for peace and the things by which one may edify another. 20 Do 
not destroy the work of God for the sake of food.”

We’re still on that same subject today, though perhaps stated 
even a bid more broadly.  In other words, the main point here is 
not whether or not you can eat meat.  Rather, the main point is 
how you treat one another.  And with repeated emphasis upon 
those whom Paul identifies as “the strong,” our focus this morning 
is upon the need for humility.  The humility of the strong.  Not 
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assertiveness.  Not their aggressiveness, nor their dominance.  
Not their authority or their influence.  Their humility.  And so Paul 
expresses,

I. THE GOAL OF OUR RELATIONSHIPS WITH ONE 
ANOTHER.

How those relationships ought to work, especially in the 
context of the weak and the strong, the weak having what are 
called in verse 1, “scruples.”  That word can be translated as 
weaknesses, somewhat literally infirmities.  That which brings 
about weakness, a weakness of conscience.  And with them, with 
humility, there is to be forbearance, the willingness to endure with 
patience those whose conscience is weak.  That’s the 
responsibility of the strong—not to assert their strength or even 
the correctness of their position and understanding. But to endure 
with, to bear with, those who think otherwise.  That’s the goal of 
our Christian relationships.  And it requires something very 
specific within your own heart, namely a humble awareness of the 
propensity of your heart to be self-serving.  That is a 
characteristic sin of fallen mankind—the pursuit of self-
advancement.  Looking out for number 1, as it is put in rather 
colloquial terms.  The extreme form even has a medical label 
now, that of Narcissistic Personality Disorder.  One technical 
definition of that from the Mayo Clinic is this, “a mental condition 
in which people have an inflated sense of their own importance, a 
deep need for excessive attention and admiration, troubled 
relationships, and a lack of empathy for others.”

So what is the goal of narcissism?  Why, self-pleasure.  Self-
fulfillment.  Self-advancement and self-promotion.  An inflated 
sense of their own importance.  And, to the contrary, the goal of 
our relationships with one another must be based upon,

A. The willingness to resist the inclination to please and 
benefit ourselves.
That is our obligation, according to Paul in verse 1.  Our 

biblical obligation.  Our Christian obligation.   If you are going to 
bear with the infirmities of others, then it is absolutely essential 
that you learn to resist the inclination of your heart to please 
yourself.  

v.1

The first step in that process is to admit that you are prone to 
this particular sin.  The starting point is the humility to realize, to 
acknowledge, that your natural bent according to your flesh is to 
benefit yourself, to look out for your own interests, that your goal 
is to bring advantage or benefit to yourself.  And we must learn to 
identify that propensity, then resist it.

This is such a consistent and repeated exhortation, which lies 
at the very heart of all biblical applications of holiness.  The need 
to confess our own self-centeredness and to put to death that 
priority of self-advancement.

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.”

More fully expressed, we read in,
James 3:13  “Who is wise and understanding among you? Let 

him show by good conduct that his works are done in the 
meekness of wisdom. 14 But if you have bitter envy and self-
seeking in your hearts, do not boast and lie against the truth. 15 
This wisdom does not descend from above, but is earthly, 
sensual, demonic. 16 For where envy and self-seeking exist, 
confusion and every evil thing are there. 17 But the wisdom that is 
from above is first pure, then peaceable, gentle, willing to yield, 
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full of mercy and good fruits, without partiality and without 
hypocrisy. 18 Now the fruit of righteousness is sown in peace by 
those who make peace.”

There it is—self-seeking.  The pursuit of self-advancement.  
That’s what you are called to put to death.  And, to say the same 
thing from the positive perspective, to repeat the point positively 
for good emphasis, you must have,

B. The willingness to pursue that which pleases and 
benefits others.

As I read a minute ago from Philippians 2, “Let each of you 
look out not only for his own interests, but also for the interests of 
others.”  Look out for the interests of others.  That’s the goal of 
our relationships with one another.  I can’t emphasize this too 
much—look out for the interests of others.

Paul gives these instructions with reference to our words, 
words we speak to others,

Eph. 4:29  “Let no corrupt word proceed out of your mouth, but 
what is good for necessary edification, that it may impart grace to 
the hearers.”

That it may benefit those who listen.  That’s the goal.  Good 
for necessary edification—that it might be edifying, building up 
others.  That’s the standard.  That’s the goal.  That’s the focus.  
Not the pursuit of what is best for you, but what is best for others.  
Not what pleases you, but what pleases others.

v.2

This is a life-changing perspective.  And it requires constant 
attention and awareness, because it is so counter-intuitive.  It is 
so contrary to our natural desires, the desires of the flesh.  So 
even in this context of Christian freedom, even when you have 

the freedom to partake in one thing or another, the goal is not to 
preserve and protect your freedom.  The goal is to edify your 
brother, your sister.  Thus,

1 Cor. 10:23  “All things are lawful for me, but not all things are 
helpful; all things are lawful for me, but not all things edify. 24 Let 
no one seek his own, but each one the other’s well-being.”

Beloved, that’s a high standard, a lofty goal.  But that is our 
calling.  “Let no one seek his own, but each one the other’s well-
being.”

And we have such a perfect example, don’t we?  This is what 
Jesus is all about.  This is what the gospel is all about.  This is 
what grace is all about.  

II. THE WORTHY EXAMPLE OF JESUS.
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 did not come to benefit himself.  He did not come to 
advance his own interests.  

A.  Jesus did not pursue his own advancement.
He did not come to be served, but to serve.  He came to give 

his life as a ransom for many.   So he took the form of a 
bondservant.  He humbled himself in order to be the servant of 
others.

v.3
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Interesting quote there from Psalm 69.  It is a Psalm about 
Jesus, and of his willingness to endure the suffering inflicted by 
others.

Ps. 69:9  “Because zeal for Your house has eaten me up, And 
the reproaches of those who reproach You have fallen on me.  10 
When I wept and chastened my soul with fasting, That became 
my reproach.  11 I also made sackcloth my garment; I became a 
byword to them.  12 Those who sit in the gate speak against me, 
And I am the song of the drunkards.”

He was reviled, insulted.  And it was so completely and utterly 
undeserved.  But he wasn’t concerned about his own reputation.  
He wasn’t concerned about his own honor.  And just as he didn’t 
defend himself against those who would cause him harm 
physically, 

B. Jesus endured the abuse and mockery of others.
Remember, these weren’t just a few personal insults, like you 

and I might sometimes have to endure.  These were 
blasphemous attacks on the infinite glory of the eternal God.  
These insults were equivalent to a rejection of Jesus himself as 
he offered his own body a sacrifice for sins.  Indeed, these insults 
are equivalent to what we read of Jesus’ experience as he went to 
his death.  For example,

Mat. 27:27  “Then the soldiers of the governor took Jesus into 
the Praetorium and gathered the whole garrison around Him. 28 
And they stripped Him and put a scarlet robe on Him. 29 When 
they had twisted a crown of thorns, they put it on His head, and a 
reed in His right hand. And they bowed the knee before Him and 
mocked Him, saying, “Hail, King of the Jews!” 30 Then they spat 
on Him, and took the reed and struck Him on the head. 31 And 
when they had mocked Him, they took the robe off Him, put His 
own clothes on Him, and led Him away to be crucified.”

Mat. 27:39  “And those who passed by blasphemed Him, 
wagging their heads 40 and saying, “You who destroy the temple 
and build it in three days, save Yourself! If You are the Son of 
God, come down from the cross.”  41 Likewise the chief priests 
also, mocking with the scribes and elders, said, 42 “He saved 
others; Himself He cannot save. If He is the King of Israel, let Him 
now come down from the cross, and we will believe Him. 43 He 
trusted in God; let Him deliver Him now if He will have Him; for He 
said, ‘I am the Son of God.’ ”  44 Even the robbers who were 
crucified with Him reviled Him with the same thing.”

This was all part of Jesus’ suffering, all part of his humiliation, 
all part of his submission to his father’s will that he might satisfy 
the demands of God’s justice which our sins required.

Is. 53:3  “He is despised and rejected by men, A Man of 
sorrows and acquainted with grief.  And we hid, as it were, our 
faces from Him; He was despised, and we did not esteem Him.  4 
Surely He has borne our griefs And carried our sorrows; Yet we 
esteemed Him stricken, Smitten by God, and afflicted.  5 But He 
was wounded for our transgressions, He was bruised for our 
iniquities; The chastisement for our peace was upon Him, And by 
His stripes we are healed.  6 All we like sheep have gone astray; 
We have turned, every one, to his own way; And the LORD has 
laid on Him the iniquity of us all.  7 He was oppressed and He 
was afflicted, Yet He opened not His mouth; He was led as a lamb 
to the slaughter, And as a sheep before its shearers is silent, So 
He opened not His mouth.”

That’s what Jesus did, and while you and I can never 
contribute to that atoning work which he alone accomplished on 
our behalf, we are to live our lives with that same pattern, that 
same commitment to pursuing that which benefits one another, 
not ourselves.

v.2  “Let each of us please his neighbor for his good, leading 
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to edification. 3 For even Christ did not please Himself; but as it is 
written, “The reproaches of those who reproached You fell on 
Me.”

With, then, a personal challenge.

III. A PERSONAL CHALLENGE TO HUMILITY.
v.4-6

Notice there the direct reference to the authority of Scripture.  
Scripture is a word that means “writings,” and the significance of 
God’s revelation to us is that it was written.  So the phrase “Thus 
says the Lord” and “It is written” ultimately mean the same thing in 
the Bible.  So “whatever things were written before,” verse 4, refer 
to the Scripture previously revealed and recorded.  The reference 
here particularly is the Old Testament, as Paul has just quoted 
from Psalm 69.  And those things were for our learning, our 
instruction.

That is the same message Paul writes to Timothy,
2 Tim. 3:16  “All Scripture is given by inspiration of God, and is 

profitable for doctrine, for reproof, for correction, for instruction in 
righteousness, 17 that the man of God may be complete, 
thoroughly equipped for every good work.”

And here is the equipping that Paul gives us in Romans 14 
and 15.  Here is the instruction in righteousness.  First, foremost I 
might add,

A. A call to patient endurance with one another.
Notice his point. The Scriptures themselves are patient, 

patient himself is patient with us as he reveals himself to us.  He 
endures with us, he is longsuffering with us, so that there is hope, 
even for those who are stubborn or slow to learn.

And that patience in Scripture is for the purpose of working 
patience in us, a patient endurance.  In other words, putting up 
with one another, that we would be like-minded with Jesus in the 
way that we receive and treat one another.

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. 4 There is one body and one Spirit, just as you 
were called in one hope of your calling; 5 one Lord, one faith, one 
baptism; 6 one God and Father of all, who is above all, and 
through all, and in you all.”

Bearing with one another in love.  Patient endurance with one 
another.  That’s the call to the strong, to those who faith is strong.  
Patient endurance with others.  Not condescending superiority, 
but genuine humility.  Not the overbearing exercise of influence or 
authority.  Certainly not pride or arrogance.  But deep rooted, 
heart-felt, genuine, sincere humility that is willing to consider 
others more important than yourself, the willingness to consider 
the needs of others more important than your own.  That’s the 
example of Jesus.

And with that,

B. A call to be of one mind.
Some people try to accomplish that by being overbearing.  

That’s not the point here.  The point is humility.
Phil. 1:27  “Only let your conduct be worthy of the gospel of 

Christ, so that whether I come and see you or am absent, I may 
hear of your affairs, that you stand fast in one spirit, with one mind 
striving together for the faith of the gospel.”
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Phil. 2:2  “…fulfill my joy by being like-minded, having the 
same love, being of one accord, of one mind.”

1 Peter 3:8  “Finally, all of you be of one mind, having 
compassion for one another; love as brothers, be tenderhearted, 
be courteous; 9 not returning evil for evil or reviling for reviling, 
but on the contrary blessing, knowing that you were called to this, 
that you may inherit a blessing.”

That doesn’t mean we force other people to agree with us.  It 
means we are willing to treat others with humility, even those 
whose faith is weak, with whom we might have disagreement 
over disputable matters.

And with that one mind, there is,

C. A call to be of one mouth.
That is to say, to use our mouths, our voices, for one purpose.  

The same purpose.  Namely to bring honor and glory to God.
v.6

Paul’s summary to the Colossian church is a summary to his 
message here in Romans 14 as well.

Col. 3:12  “Therefore, as the elect of God, holy and beloved, 
put on tender mercies, kindness, humility, meekness, 
longsuffering; 13 bearing with one another, and forgiving one 
another, if anyone has a complaint against another; even as 
Christ forgave you, so you also must do. 14 But above all these 
things put on love, which is the bond of perfection. 15 And let the 
peace of God rule in your hearts, to which also you were called in 
one body; and be thankful. 16 Let the word of Christ dwell in you 
richly in all wisdom, teaching and admonishing one another in 
psalms and hymns and spiritual songs, singing with grace in your 
hearts to the Lord. 17 And whatever you do in word or deed, do 

all in the name of the Lord Jesus, giving thanks to God the Father 
through Him.”

May those who are strong in the faith, may those who 
understand their true Christian freedom, may those who have a 
right sense of spiritual strength and maturity understand that the 
call of the gospel is a personal challenge to humility.

Phil. 2:5  “Let this mind be in you which was also in Christ 
Jesus…”
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