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Romans 15, Pt. 1 

 

The fifteenth chapter of Romans confirms for me my love of studying the Bible 

as literature. In this chapter, Paul, who sometimes disclaimed identity as a 

master communicator, nonetheless wraps up the main argument of the letter in 

a masterful way. Let me show you what I mean. There are three sections to the 

fifteenth chapter. The markers that separate the sections are the three 

benedictions: 

 

5-6: May the God of steadfastness and encouragement grant you 

to live in such harmony with one another, in accord with Christ 

Jesus, that together you may with one voice glorify the God and 

Father of our Lord Jesus Christ. 

 

13: May the God of hope fill you with all joy and peace in 

believing, so that by the power of the Holy Spirit you may abound 

in hope. 

 

33: The God of peace be with you all. Amen. 

 

In each of the sections, Paul closes out the main parts of the letter in reverse 

order. Verses 1-6 are both a continuation of the argument of the fourteenth 

chapter and a fitting conclusion to the practical application that began in 12:1. 

Verses 7-13 offer a brief biblical theology for the mission to the Gentiles, and 

thereby closes out the doctrinal instruction that ran from 1:18 until the 

conclusion of chapter eleven. Verses 14-33 returns to the theme of Paul’s 

mission as an apostle to the Gentiles, a matter which he covered in 1:1-

1:17.  So, we see that he works backwards to close out each of the main 

sections. 

 

Moreover, the benedictions correspond to the main themes of each section. The 

benediction of vv. 5-6 emphasizes harmony and unity, which are key ideas of 

chapters 12-14. The benediction of v. 13 prays that the Holy Spirit would bring 

hope, and indeed hope for God’s full salvation of Jews and Gentiles was a key 



idea in the eleventh chapter. Finally, the benediction of v. 33 is about peace, 

and Paul had asked for grace and peace from God our Father and the Lord Jesus 

Christ to be with the Roman Christians in 1:7. Herein lies a reminder of the 

comprehensiveness and clarity of Paul’s presentation of Christian truth as it 

has been displayed in the letter to the Romans. 

 

In order to be comprehensive with this chapter, we will handle the first two 

sections this week and deal with the third section, containing the final twenty 

verses, next week. So, today we cover Christ’s example in the church and 

Christ’s mission in the world. 

 

Christ’s example in the church. In vv. 1-6, Paul summarizes the discussion 

of chapter fourteen and demonstrates the neighbor love so fundamental to the 

Christian ethic. Notice that he returns to using the language of strong and weak. 

The strong are those (like Paul himself) that know that Christians do not need 

to follow kosher food laws or recognize certain Jewish festival days in order 

to be faithful to Jesus. The weak are those who feel compelled by their 

conscience to practice kosher eating and the recognition of certain days. The 

designation “weak” suggests that Paul believes that this group has room for 

growth, or maybe even healing. As we saw last week, Paul thinks it is possible 

to have differences over disputable matters, so he thinks that he needs the 

“weak” for his own edification and growth. They have been welcomed in the 

kingdom, and it is not his job to judge them. Yet he also sees the weak group 

as having “failings” (v. 1). I suppose the phrase could be translated as “failings 

of the weak” or “weaknesses of those without power,” or even “weaknesses of 

the lame.” In other words, there are real problems which develop for those who 

feel that Christians must eat under certain rules and recognize certain days. 

Paul wants the weak to have the fullness of their freedom in Christ. Notice that 

he is not mad at them because of their opinion. He is concerned for them 

because of the freedom they lose because of their opinion. His concern is 

because of a dimension of the Christian life which they are missing. He wants 

them to experience it. 

 

Acknowledging this gives us a moment to consider something that I rarely 

discuss with you all. How should we as Protestants approach Christians who 

worship and fellowship in the Catholic Church, especially in light of enduring 

Reformation divisions? I think that, in general, we should approach them as 



Paul does those with whom he disagrees in this passage. We should not be ugly 

or unkind to Catholic Christians. We recognize their faithfulness and 

fruitfulness in the kingdom. Our concern is not that Catholics necessarily do 

not know the Lord, but that Catholic doctrines and practices from Marian 

devotion to works of penance constrict and limit the freedom the Christian has 

in Christ. We are not angry, but we want them to have freedom in Christ. To 

the Catholic Christian, I say find your freedom in Christ. Take whatever joy 

the gospel can give you. Live with hope. If you can stay in the Catholic 

tradition and embrace your freedom in Jesus, then so be it. If you need to leave 

to seek a deeper experience of Christ, then may God bless your journey as you 

seek to know the Lord. Of course, in saying this, I am reminded that too many 

folks with Protestant doctrine have come to believe things which limit and 

constrict our freedom in Christ. May we all - Catholic or Protestant - seek to 

know Jesus better. 

 

Enough of that rabbit trail. What does Paul do about these weaknesses or 

failings of the weak? This is the surprising part. He is convinced that those who 

are weak are losing something of their freedom and joy in Christ, and yet he 

tells the strong that they are to “bear” these weaknesses. Certainly, this means 

that the strong should be understanding, patient, forbearing, and the like. But 

it means even more than this. It means that the strong should let themselves 

personally feel the struggles and the problems of the weak. The opinions of the 

weak group cause struggles in the church. The strong don’t rub their noses in 

it. They share in the problems. They try to mitigate and repair without tearing 

down. In fact, they work for the pleasure and edification of the neighbor (v. 2). 

Christ is the ultimate example here. Paul shows us that Jesus embodied the 

words of Psalm 69:9. The Psalmist speaks of being so identified with God’s 

house that he bears the scorn of the wicked. Likewise, Jesus was so identified 

with the church that he himself bore the judgment and scorn directed at his 

people. Paul is saying that Christians should be so identified with our brothers 

and sisters that we are each willing to share in the criticism and problems that 

they face even if they do so because of differing opinions on some issue. 

 

The picture that emerges is of a church in which people disagree about things 

- sometimes even important things like what days to celebrate or what food to 

eat - and yet everyone is so inclined to bear the burdens of the other that they 

will suffer alongside those with whom they disagree. Maybe you know 



someone who does not drink alcohol. You yourself disagree with them about 

this practice. But you will stand up for them if you are ever in a social setting 

in which they are mocked for their opinion. Or maybe you believe that your 

faith is sophisticated. You are no fundamentalist. But if your fundamentalist 

brother is mocked by secular elitists, you would rather stand with the 

fundamentalist and bear the scorn then continue in elitist favor. This is a matter 

which deeply troubles me about certain sectors of the church. It seems that 

standing with the cultural elite is of more value than standing with other 

Christians. And it should not be this way. Christ - who was God in the flesh - 

stood with us in our weaknesses. 

 

Christ’s mission in the world. Why should we form these kinds of 

communities in which we love one another by bearing each other’s burdens? 

In vv. 7-13, Paul lays out Christ’s mission in the world, harking back to the 

long doctrinal section of 1:18 through chapter eleven. It is clear from the early 

chapters of Romans that the background for ministry to Gentiles is that all 

people are under the power of sin, that God will righteously judge the world, 

and that mercy is available through the atoning sacrifice of Jesus Christ. 

Because of what Christ did, human beings can be at peace with God (5:1). 

Being a Christian is learning to be someone who is at peace with God. And this 

peace is for both Jews and Gentiles. According to v. 8, Christ became a servant 

to the circumcised in order to confirm the promises given to the patriarchs. And 

what were these promises? They were articulated to Abram in Genesis 12 - he 

would receive blessing so that all the nations could find blessing in him. This 

blessing promised in Genesis 12 answers the hope first laid out in Genesis 3 

after the fall - the promise that the seed of the woman would bruise the head of 

the serpent. So, the gospel is indeed the power of God for salvation to all who 

have faith, both Jew and Gentile (1:16). 

 

To buttress this point, Paul quotes four different Old Testament texts - Psalm 

18:49, Deut. 32:43, Psalm 117:1, and Isaiah 11:10 (texts from the Torah, 

Writings, and Prophets) - to make it clear that God’s mission had always been 

to bring blessing to all peoples of the earth. If Christ had a mission to reconcile 

many people of many different backgrounds with God in one body, then it 

follows that we should form congregations in which reconciliation and unity 

are precious, cherished values. This is also consistent with what has been 

communicated in the eighth chapter. The redemption of the children of God 



will also be the liberation of the groaning creation. Our churches should be 

places in which sinful people find the kind of freedom for which creation itself 

is yearning. 

 

This leaves us with a good place to stop for the day. Have we been captivated 

by the good news of God’s righteousness as it has been communicated 

throughout the book of Romans? Are we moved at the thought of its grand 

sweep through history? Are we passionate for the gospel, believing it to be a 

gospel of redemption big enough for the restoration of the whole creation? As 

we will see next week, Paul was a man moved by the scope of the gospel. And 

we should also be people who are moved by the scope of the gospel. Our Jesus-

focused passion should be to form a Jesus-shaped community here and take the 

name of Jesus to the ends of the earth. 

 


